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INTERLUDE I: THE ORIGINS OF AN ARGUMENT: AN AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC
RECOLLECTION AND SOME SCHOLARLY-INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT
My sense of rhythm and perception of control over my life were snipped in half when an
email arrived, unceremoniously, in my university inbox. The message included a password-protected
link and a preface: “**Note: You are responsible for the content of this message.” This was my first
contact with my university’s Title IX office to alert me that my former partner was being
investigated for stalking, sexual assault, and domestic violence charges brought forth involuntarily on
my behalf. I was expected to meet a Title IX officer at a predetermined date and time in a building I
had never before noticed on the university map. The message stated I had the opportunity to bring
counsel, but they were to remain silent. I was given no information on what would be discussed,
how I should prepare, or what was at stake through either my compliance or absence from the
summoned meeting. When I recall receiving this message, I remember the feelings that it elicited
more than the content itself. My confusion was outpaced only by my fear as I became submerged
into an institutional pathway that I previously knew nothing about.
After the case was resolved, everything about my academic institution began to feel a little
different. I spent the following summer grappling with questions I wasn’t yet able to articulate. I was
not prepared for the institutional tilling of my personal life, unsure how to navigate these spaces, still
not quite certain about where they begin and end. I did not have the words or understanding for my
trauma and the betrayal and vulnerability that I weathered for moot ends. What was disrupted, most
of all, was the loss of my fundamental belief in the university’s ability to protect me, that somehow it
was advocating for me. The incongruence shook me: How could these technical texts adversely
affect me when they were supposed to protect me, when they were standard and formulaic, when
this was merely another institutional hoop I needed to navigate?
I think on this for a while, and I ask instead: How could they not?
1

Title IX is not new, but in 2018, it was new to me; now it is 2021, and I am still reckoning
with what it all means. In “Saving Title IX: Designing More Equitable and Efficient Investigation
Procedures,” Emma Golan-Ellman writes that less than 5% of sexual violence cases are ever
reported to Title IX like mine was. This is, of course, an estimation, but it reveals the ineffectual and
poorly integrated heft of the Title IX protocol and practices I experienced.
Title IX was signed into law with the Educational Amendments of 1972 during the Nixon
Administration, stating the following: “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be
excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to the discrimination under
any education program or activity receiving federal financial assistance” (Kaufer and Thro 1). These
thirty-seven words are simple enough, yet unprecedented in the journey for women’s educational
rights (Kaufer and Thro 11). Following critical backlash, guidelines and clarification became
necessary with expanding cases of sexual harassment falling under the umbrella of Title IX. It was
not until 2011—incidentally, the year I began my first year of college—when change was made to
relevant Title IX legal doctrine (Kaufer and Thro 65). At this point, colleges and universities fell
under in loco parentis, which means that the legal responsibility to behave as parents and monitor
students’ best interests—or, implicitly, in the approximation of each institution’s definition of
students’ best interests (Kaufer and Thro 65).
While the 2011 doctrine provides more tangible resources—accommodations for students
including the provision of counselling services and support such as non-contact orders—my
experience resulted in effects that were mostly intangible, as well as troubling (Kaufer and Thro 65).
The systems I encountered were bloated and bureaucratic, eliciting very real and far-reaching
consequences for me, prompting me to re-examine all of the texts that surrounded me, at-once
innocuous and looming. The strategies used by Title IX were mirrored in many other campus
policies that I encountered: intent upon capturing my attention, lacking context, eliciting effects that
2

changed my relationship to the spaces and places I occupied on campus. In all of these instances,
institutional policies triangulated in complex ways with silence, limiting the ways that students could
narrate the already-complicated space of the college campus. After my relationship ended, the power
and vigilance that characterized my former partner were transferred to the university, where
administrative interlopers were able to control my story, limit my rhetorical potential, and render me
temporarily powerless.
The institutional genres I encountered in tandem with my Title IX investigation enacted
pain, shaped my days, made me re-see my own agency. When I first encountered them, I did not
have the words to understand these genres, nor the gaping experience of this period that remained
unnamed and mostly unaccounted for. Despite this (or rather, because of this), I turn my analytical
attention here, to study that which confounds and contorts; after all, as Lynn Worsham argues,
“trauma arguably forms the most fundamental rhetorical situation in which we operate as scholars”
(155). In this way, I strive for this work to be subversive, to hold space for myself as a woman amid
systems that serve to silence and erase my story, my body, and my pain.
The definition work at the heart of this project is feminist work akin to how, in Living a
Feminist Life, Sara Ahmed defines feminism as “how we survive the consequences of what we come
up against by offering new ways of understanding what we come up against” (20). It is with this goal
that I begin the work of this dissertation project: I seek to define the systems that I encountered, to
bring together the words and meaning so that I can better survive the fraught consequences and
spaces I continue to occupy. I am critical of these pathways and the recoil that they may produce in
other students like they did for me. Yet, in the process of defining and studying them, I intend to
not only think about how to revise and rework them, but also think about how to navigate—and,
potentially, to help others navigate—within the reality of compulsory academic genres as texts that
are embodied and effectual. In the chapters and interludes that will follow, I will identify compulsory
3

academic genres as the required texts of the university, effectual genres that are continuous and
ubiquitous, necessitating our attention as scholars and as teachers.

4

CHAPTER I: NAVIGATING MESSY INSTITUTIONS: EXTENDING CONVERSATIONS
IN RHETORIC AND WRITING
Teachers, students, and administrators already know that universities were, and still are,
developed for a certain type of privileged student. Institutional genres are conceptualized in kind: a
response to idealized situations within the framework of messy institutions—spaces where many
students first learn how to live on their own, grappling with necessary literacies that exist within and
beyond the classroom. Because of their institutional positioning, these genres form systems of
power that affect students in different ways. Implicit in institutional communication are mechanisms
of hegemonic oppression that may dissuade women and other marginalized individuals from taking
action and subverting the norms constructed through institutional texts. This dissertation project
begins the work of investigating how institutional genres elicit effects for students who often have
little control in negotiating these texts and the actions they provoke.
In this dissertation project, I argue that teachers and scholars should pay attention to what I
call compulsory academic genres to better understand student literate practices and to advocate for
students’ equity in the university. Compulsory academic genres—including crisis alert messaging,
Title IX summons, mandatory training modules, and course evaluations—broker specific kinds of
embodied effects for our students because they are mandatory and composed administratively
without student or instructor input. Specifically, I argue that the bureaucratic layers of the institution
create communicative roles and power differentials that then offer limited rhetorical opportunities
for students. When a student enrolls in a university, they bring with them a repertoire of semiotic
and rhetorical expertise that may or may not line up with the intended expectations of the
institution. If scholars of rhetoric and writing studies seek to better understand students’ literate
practices, we must examine the silence and silencing prompted by the mandatory texts that result
from university matriculation. When I say that students are silenced in compulsory academic genre
5

systems, I mean that they are restricted in their rhetorical opportunities. In effect, only certain types
of student responses are possible, and I regard this constriction of students’ rhetorical repertoire as a
form of institutional silencing. Although some faculty—particularly those interested in rhetoric and
writing studies—may spend time thinking about these mandatory documents, little scholarly work has
been done in studying them; I argue that more scholarly study is warranted.
I begin this scholarly work in this introductory chapter, which I begin by more fully defining
compulsory academic genres, introducing several assumptions related to this definition before I
articulate the exigencies for this work. Next, I review relevant scholarship to outline how
compulsory academic genres are situated within the field of rhetoric and writing. Primarily, the
strands of my research in this chapter include scholarship about teacher activism and social justice,
as well as theories related to embodied rhetorics, critical literacy studies, and institutional rhetorics.
To conclude Chapter I, I provide an overview of the chapters that follow and introduce the aims of
my ethnographic interludes.
Defining Compulsory Academic Genres
As rhetorical genre studies theorist Anthony Paré explains, genres are “sociorhetorical
habits” that structure sociocultural events and interactions. Genres maintain habits, but they also
disrupt them. After my experience with my university’s Title IX process, which I detail in my
previous autoethnographic interlude, I struggled to define the texts that disrupted by my habituated
life as a graduate student. While considering how these texts had the power to reflect and position
human actors in particular ways, I began to identify other university genres that render students
powerless and realized that many of these texts remain unidentifiable for faculty unless they have a
direct experience with them. Compulsory academic genres are easily overlooked due to faculty lack
of exposure to these genre systems, but also due to the frequency that these systems render students
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silent. By defining compulsory academic genres, I strive to present a name so that we can study the
potentials and commonplaces that exist within required university systems.
Moreover, I define compulsory academic genres as specific types of required institutional
communication that maintain the daily habits and order of the university such as mitigating crisis or
explaining university protocol. The compulsory academic genres that I study in this project include
Title IX summons, crisis alert messaging, required training modules, course evaluations, and
accommodation processes. Each of these types of compulsory academic genres are composed
administratively, producing a dense thicket of texts for students to navigate through, oftentimes out
of sight (and out of mind) for teachers who may not have direct experience with many of these
texts. I consider these texts at the boundaries of students’ occupation at their academic institutions
because they occur through the nature of matriculation at a university, but they are not the kinds of
texts that students have likely experienced before or understand how to decipher before enrollment.
These genres are meant to adjust against disorder, to be responsive to crisis and change;
however, because these messages work to achieve equilibrium, they can easily fade to the
background. When we do not consider these genres as effectual, the embodied realities of the texts
also go unacknowledged. I maintain, however, that compulsory academic genres present effects,
chafe against inequities, and put pressures and expectations upon students who may already be
marginalized at their universities. For these reasons, these genres may be particularly alienating to
students who might already feel out of place at the university.
Alongside my definition of compulsory academic genres, I identify five assumptions that
predicate my conception of this definition and the analytical work that follows. These assumptions
shape the way I conceive of these genres and how they form my commitment and focus through the
chapters that follow.
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1) For the purpose of this project, rhetoric refers to discourse that offers the potential for
change making. Individuals can make change by persuading audiences, directing attention, or
following suit with preconceived communicative expectations. Expectations, traditions, and
standards are established through both texts and dialogue, but also non-discursive entities
including institutions and built environments. Each of these phenomena shape the
possibility of response, action, and expectations for being and doing.
2) Compulsory academic genres vary across institutions. Although this project is localized at my
specific university, each distinct context shapes institutional policy and precedent.
Compulsory academic genres are composed within particularly situated and rhetorically
cemented environments, strategically expectant of a certain type of response or
understanding, and in dialogue with extensive institutional precedent.
3) The genres I study in this project elicit effects, in part, because they limit the possibilities of
response. As I will demonstrate throughout this project, a central convention of these genres
is that there are no established channels to speak back, and because of this, the full potential
of audience interaction might not be considered in the composition of these messages.
Throughout this project, I make assumptions about students and their rhetorical repertoire,
arguing that students are often made arhetorical through the process of compulsory
academic genre communication due to this lack of potential response.
4) Compulsory academic genres are composed with the assumption that disorder is inevitable.
When these texts are distributed, in effect, the disorder may appear justified or normalized.
The orientation to and commitments established through these messages focus on the event
and its mitigation, often presupposing student response and the variable factors of audience
that may need to be addressed in order for the communication to be effective. This does not
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account for the fact that the scale and degree of disorder varies based on each individual’s
unique embodiment and their ability to set order to precarity.
5) The divide between public and private is exploded through the distribution of these texts
because universities are spaces where the line between the two is already blurred. A college
campus is a place where students live, work, and study, and as a result, exist as one of the
spaces that crosses the line between these solid spatial divides. Compulsory academic genres
elicit effects that shape and patrol how students can conceive of their lives in a space that is
already fraught, intersecting, and complex.
Compulsory academic genres present complex implications related to what type of response is made
possible through the reinforcement of institutional norms, norms that are always already muddled
within the blurred space of the university. These assumptions lead to further questions that fuel my
work ahead: If texts prompt action, what happens when that action is mandated and when these
actions take place within institutional power systems where the potential is limited by the lack of
transparency? How might the power structures at play within the university be considered in these
texts from an intersectional feminist rhetorical standpoint? These questions will guide the entirety of
this dissertation project; however, in order to explicate my commitments and continue this work, I
now present my personal-intellectual exigencies that lead me to study and define compulsory
academic genres.
Exigencies
As a feminist researcher, I am committed to examining my positionality and situatedness in
relation to this project. I am invested in telling the stories that result from compulsory academic
genres following my own experiences with the symbolic violence that resulted from required
university texts, as I detail in my previous autoethnographic interlude. After my traumatizing
experiences, I realized I did not have the language to understand the required pathways I had
9

entered, and as a result, I could not advocate for myself or for others. I began to recognize all the
required genre systems that existed around me and how, without a name to call them by, they had
eluded my critical understanding. If I—as someone occupying several intersections of privilege, with
years of indoctrination into educational expectations—struggled under the weight of compulsory
academic genres, then I expect students with fewer institutional experiences may feel buried by
them. On behalf of students who lack the institutional footholds to understand these required genre
pathways, we should be attending to this work in our research. As a feminist researcher working
toward intersectional aims, someone who attempts to bring attention to silences into her scholarly
work, I lead with these motivations with aspirations for more intentional and inventive scholarship. I
complete this dissertation contemplative of the fact that I do not have experiential understanding of
others, which precludes me from fully conceiving of the role of race, ability, sexuality, as well as
other intersectional factors that complicate compulsory academic genres. Reflective of this, I work
toward holding space for these perspectives and experiences in this project.
Since scholars of rhetoric and writing dedicate our research to understanding the purposes
and possibilities of texts, we must consider the texts that circulate through our own institutions.
Although there is some scholarship pertaining to how individual required genres re-inscribe harmful
hierarchies, such as crisis communication messages (see Pantelides et al.), we must consider these
texts within the context of academic institutions and interrogate their broad implications for student
literacy. While the features and goals of individual compulsory academic genres vary, studying them
under the composite umbrella of my definition enables us to consider how the university may expect
certain responses across genre systems and how these expectations can generate harm for our
students. Scholars of rhetoric and writing possess the skills to examine institutional systems and
provide textual analyses, as well as engage in humanistic research to consider the resulting embodied
effects of these genres on students, making our field especially suited for this type of work.
10

More broadly, in order to better advocate for students, we must consider the texts that
circulate through their institutions and how they affect those who might be most vulnerable within
these systems. If those who hold any sort of power within the university system do not remain
critical of required institutional texts, they become rhetorically black boxed and the rhetorical
situations that these genres prompt will remain unexamined. To these ends, without critical
engagement, we remain complicit in the symbolic violence of the university that occurs when
students are silenced and not given the opportunity for full response.
Extending Conversations in Rhetoric and Writing
Since compulsory academic genres is a term of my own invention, there is only one selfwritten article on the subject (Cox). Despite this, parallel conversations situate my work within
rhetoric and writing scholarship and influence my continued thinking about this project. In each of
the sub-sections below, I review a conversation and explicate how my research will extend the
discussion. First, I consider the rhetorical work of definition, and how definitions serve as means for
directing attention to phenomena in order to begin the work of teacher activism. After this, I situate
my research within several related conversations, including embodied rhetorics, critical literacy
studies, and institutional rhetorics.
Phenomenology of Definition
Leading the teacher-activist aims of this project is the rhetorical work of definition, and the
commonplace that through the work of identifying something—calling it into name and defining the
scope—we can begin the work of interrogation and intervention. By offering a definition for
something, scholars are providing an orientation to new concept or idea that may be, otherwise,
unnamed and thus not attended to in our critical consciousness. For instance, Sara Ahmed discusses
the importance of definition work when she writes that “[t]o give a problem a name can change not
only how we register an event but whether we register an event” (Evidence). This work of definition is
11

imperative practically, but also ideologically; as Ahmed explains, definitional work is foundational to
redressing intersectional inequities.
[W]e encounter racism and sexism before we have the words that allow us to make sense of
what we encounter. Words can then allow us to get closer to our experiences; words can
allow us to comprehend what we experience after the event. Sexism and racism: if they are
problems we have given names, the names tend to lag behind the problems. Having names
for problems can make a difference. Maybe before, you could not quite put your finger on it.
With these words as tools, we revisit our own histories; we hammer away at the past.
(Evidence)
Rather than lagging in namelessness, by working to define compulsory academic genres, I expect we
can better put our fingers on these texts and begin to trace the implications. Much like the work of
hegemony and marginalization in Ahmed’s theoretical context, when I define compulsory academic
genres, in effect they become a tangible thing. Rather than a bulky and ununified set of texts,
through my definition work, we can begin to see these genres comparatively and endeavor to
understand how they operate in multifaceted ways and produce effects. Without my definitional
focus—attending to both the rhetorical power of these genres and the feminist recovery work
necessary to understand the effects of these texts—I would not have the theoretical definition, nor
the language, to focus in on these types of institutional texts and begin to study them.
At the heart of this project is the impulse to define, understanding that definition represents
one potential step in making change to unjust systems and practices. When something is muddled,
syntactically or otherwise, the related implications and practices will also remain unclear. As Bal
describes, by centering a concept, a researcher can “focus interest” (31) because concepts exist beyond
description (28), bound with ramifications, traditions, and histories that extend beyond the current
usage (29). By defining something conceptually, it becomes phenomenologically recognizable, and
12

thus the work of critique is made possible. Although beginning the work of definition does not erase
the problem, nor does it imagine a pathway forward, recognizing something—calling it into name—
makes the work of teacher activism in this dissertation project possible. Therefore, as related to this
project, this effort of definition is imperative for scholarship in rhetoric and writing studies but can
also represent one approach to teacher activism and social justice work. Reports of how university
systems do not serve students compel me to study these processes and consider how they may
disproportionately disenfranchise some recipients, which is why I call upon a social justice approach
for this project.
Teacher Activism, Social Justice, and Equity
Teacher activism, the social justice work that teachers do both inside and outside the
classroom, begins with clear understanding of terms and their implications. As defined within the
field of technical communication, Colton and Holmes explain that social justice research “strives to
recognize injustices within institutional contexts in order to call for the revision or reimagination of
these contexts” (5). Walton et al. expand on this definition, writing that social justice research
“investigates how communication broadly defined can amplify the agency of oppressed people”
through collaborative research that “moves past description and exploration of social justice issues
to taking action to redress inequities” (50). In their book Technical Communication After the Social Justice
Turn: Building Coalitions for Action, Walton et al. extend the work of Sara Ahmed, referenced above, in
their discussion of how to account for systemic oppression in research and writing. Walton et al. and
Ahmed both note that a path toward transformational change must begin with a new account of the
world as a whole (Walton et al. 17). I extend this commitment in my own work: calling for scholars
in rhetoric and writing to attend to the potential inequities within their own institutions and to
develop an actionable heuristic for what this teacher-activist work might look like moving forward in
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this dissertation project and beyond. This begins with careful definition work to call into name these
systems of oppression before we can begin the work of redressing them.
In these commitments, I intend to reveal the attention built from my training and exposure
to rhetoric and writing as “a discipline uniquely attuned to the human experience” in its orientation
to concepts such as power, positionality, and privilege (Walton et al. 102). However, much of the
scholarship related to teacher activism extends outside of the fields of rhetoric, composition, and
technical communication. As Bree Picower explains, scholarship in teacher activism extends across
“multiple, inter-related fields of education, all concerned with issues of justice and equity,” meaning
that there is not a cohesive canon for this work (562). Thus, in considering the central touchstones
of this project, I ground myself in my discipline of rhetoric and writing while also pulling together
interdisciplinary threads of scholarship in education theory. To scholarship in teacher activism, I
hope to bring the rich human attunement modeled for me by so many seminal scholars in rhetoric
and writing. I posit that definition work, calling into name what exactly scholars committed to social
justice should be examining, is the first step of teacher activism. Revealing the concepts in an
appropriately explicated manner of how specific compulsory academic genres are embedded and to
whom they directly implicate prevents this work from becoming overly generalizable and unattuned
to the particulars of the institution where these texts circulate.
Central to social justice research, as well as the specific study of compulsory academic
genres, is the important idea of redressing inequities. Although many teachers do strive for equity in
the classroom, wider institutional policies, as well as standard metrics and departmentally mandated
learning outcomes, may not reflect this. The discord between the intent and execution of socially
just and equitable practices results from, in part, an oversimplification of the terms equity and
equality. As Oscar Espinoza explains, unfurling these terms and clearly articulating their implications
are foundational to just institutional practices. Equality presents a normalized view of something,
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presupposing that all resources, abilities, and other factors are balanced across a population.
Espinoza explains that equality “connotes sameness in treatment by asserting the fundamental or
natural equality of all persons” (345). Distinct from equality, equity is a concept that strives towards
justice and fairness responsive to individual circumstances. Equity “demands fair competition but
tolerates and, indeed, can require unequal results”—which means that, at times, equity results in
equal shares across a group, but it may also result in differentiation (Espinoza 346). Espinoza
surmises: “Greater ‘equity’ does not generally mean greater ‘equality’; quite the opposite, for more
‘equity’ may mean less ‘equality’” (346). If we want students to have truly equitable footing in their
institutional occupation, the support and resources that they are allotted must be responsive to
individual needs rather than uniform oversimplification.
The teacher-activist commitments of this project certainly begin with the work of the
classroom, but I also consider how this work extends into mentoring practices as an extension. Even
though mentoring is a natural extension of the work in the classroom, as Lisa Costello asserts, “the
practical application of mentoring is both vague and poorly applied nationally, especially in
academia” (8). Because academic mentoring occurs within mostly white, heteropatriarchal
institutions ripe with power inequities, as Novotny and Godbee argue, traditional views of
mentoring center a master-apprentice model, one that often fails to include many of the imperatives
of feminist epistemology (178; 179). In this traditional conception, mentoring is unidirectional, and
the mentor is presumably unaware (or at least benefiting from) the power hierarchy that is
reinforced through the process. This exchange is seemingly corporate, where as “the mentee gains
access, connections, status, and protection, the mentor gains political and social support” (Ellingson
and Sotirin 37). Not surprisingly, this type of mentoring runs counter to the methodological
alignment of this project, as well as antithetical to the imperatives of calls from other scholars for a
feminist approach to mentoring.
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Feminist mentoring aligns with the commitments of this project because it highlights the
importance of ethics of care and intentional relationships aware of the intrusion of power inequities
(Caretta and Faria; Alvarez and Lazzari). This is mentoring that is dialogic and collaborative, as well
as flexibly responsive to the needs of students—where the sharing of knowledge and support is not
exclusively unidirectional and vertical (Ellingson and Sotirin; Novotny and Godbee). As a
characteristically feminist practice, this approach to mentoring “attends to the relationship and
people involved in mentoring; carefully considers matters of status and power; and provides an
alternative to, if not direct counter for, the traditional master-apprentice model that has contributed
to inequities for women” (Novotny and Godbee 180). Because the university is an institution where
we all—to some degree—are both proximal and distant from one another, feminist mentoring is an
approach that acknowledges each of our complex identities and understandings. Feminist
mentoring, building thoughtful relationships founded on rhetorical listening, is an important
approach for centering the knowledges and experiences of our students and creating a safer space
for them to interrogate the inequities of the institution and is one central outcome woven implicitly
through the chapters that follow.
Throughout this project, I argue that to fully understand the implications of compulsory
academic genres, we need to consider the ways that these genres tend to work toward equality rather
than equity. I also consider how we can intervene within these systems as teachers embedded within
hegemonic institutions—through classroom practices or, perhaps, commitments to feminist
mentoring. The composers of these texts tend not to consider differences between and across the
student body, and instead take an equalizing approach to sharing information. Some students may
need more institutional support, scaffolding, and explanation, while others may be socialized in such
a way that compulsory academic genres seem more transparent. Rather than synonymizing equity
and equality, I keep these distinctions in mind while considering the myriad factors that may
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influence how students interact and respond to institutional texts. Although it is not the purpose of
this current project to offer large-scale revisions to compulsory academic genres, without taking the
time to be strategic in our contemplation—to act as an engaged advocate and public intellectual, to
listen to the silences and study the implications of these genres—the potential of this teacher-activist
work will never be realized (Royster and Kirsch).
Embodied Rhetorics
Although the work of definition is attending to the cerebral essence that we bring to
considerations of rhetorical phenomena, it is important that we as scholars of rhetoric and writing
remember that regardless of our definition work, embodied effects are always already occurring.
Foundational to my conception of compulsory academic genre, and reflective of my understanding
of teacher activism and social justice, is scholarship pertaining to material and embodied theories of
writing. In “Definitions, Delineation, and Implications of Embodied Writing in the Academy,”
Abby Knoblauch acknowledges the long history between bodies and language back to classic
rhetoricians such as Plato and Aristotle (50). Karma R. Chávez also contextualizes the embodied
history of rhetorical scholarship, writing that “[s]ince the field of rhetoric formed, the human body
as an abstract conceptualization has been an implicit concern” (243).
What these classical and contemporary scholars understand, fundamentally, is that rhetoric is
embodied because our minds are encased in our unruly and divergent bodies: All written and spoken
expressions are material and embedded in the lived experience of both the speaker and their
audience (Helmers 115). Our writing—regardless of the perceived technicality of the genre—takes
place in real time, in real bodies, reflective of and always shaping the experiential realities the texts
punctuate. Attending to the embodied nature of writing is important when thinking about students
and how they interact with compulsory academic genres. Understanding the habituations and
antecedent experiences that students bring to institutional situations is imperative because, as Kristie
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S. Fleckenstein explains, our bodies are “neither a passive tabula rasa on which meanings are
inscribed nor an inescapable animal” but instead, we are all individuals “within concrete
spatiotemporal contexts” reflective of the material spaces we occupy (281). Poststructuralist theories
begin this work, whereas social epistemicism disregards the corporeal significance of the body in the
process of meaning making (Fleckenstein 282). Embodied rhetoric works against “the view from
nowhere” to center upon social positionalities and embodied knowledge—senses of knowing
through the body—as facets of meaning making (Knoblauch 59; 52). The implicit bias of an
unembodied approach is that each body is equally accepted and provided for which, pertaining to
compulsory academic texts such as crisis communication, is a dangerous oversight. Knoblauch
continues:
To ignore the body in scholarship might, in some ways, aid those from minority groups, but
only by asking them (us) to pass, to act as if our bodies, our experiences don’t matter, to act
as if we are white, heterosexual, able-bodied, privileged men. And that just doesn’t sit right
with me. (59)
Because my body and the bodies of my students all differ from one another, they shape how we
write and what we notice. When we acknowledge that our bodies are performative and
individualized, they can begin to act as sites of contemplation: There is no universal formula, no
fitting template for all the writing that we encounter because the institutional needs that we require
are entirely distinct. Through my study of embodied rhetorics, I understand that when I analyze
institutional communication, I must center the bodies that are impacted by these genres and
complicate the arhetorical notions of audience that often shape the compulsory academic genres, all
of which are technical texts that seem to rarely consider the bodies of their audience.
Through the lens of embodied rhetorics, scholars study how standards and norms mean that
a certain type of audience is anticipated, which further shapes texts and communicative expectations
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(Chávez; Vaahtera; Wood et al.). Although institutional standards and norms may seem responsive,
indicative of the student body as a whole, they actually represent the most readily accommodated—
the most centered—type of student. In “Textual Mainstreaming and Rhetorics of Accommodation,”
Julie Jung explains that “[b]ecause the bell, or ‘normal,’ curve demonstrated mathematically a precise
range of normality, those whose bodies fell outside the majority were deemed ‘abnormal’” (163).
Considering student embodiment and how these embodied expectations relate to lived institutional
practices, it is imperative to examine the influence of standardizing expectations as a limitation for
what kinds of students can thrive in a university setting and what the effects are for students who are
deemed “abnormal.” The standard norm for university messaging is reflective of the normative
makeup of the university itself. Although my university is primarily white in terms of the student
body, the makeup of faculty and administrators is similarly homogenized. Specifically, 74.7% of
faculty at my institution identify as white, meaning only about a quarter are BIPOC (Planning,
Research, and Policy). The norm reflects the community and locus of power of the university itself:
presupposing that each student is white, cisgender, able-bodied, and fluent in institutional
shorthand. The standard at work in many of the compulsory academic genres that I examine in this
project is a student that has the semiotic, material, and geographic knowledges to both make sense
of all institutional communication and also move fluidly and safely across university spaces.
This standard is certainly normalized and preferred, but also expected in many instances of
institutional communications within the classroom and beyond. For instance, as I discuss in more
depth in Chapter III, when considering university crisis communications, these messages are
extending a narrative of the crisis events, but also shaping how communicators expect messages
should be understood and responded to after they are received. There is an assumption that
everyone will be able to read and understand the message and also know where to find clarification
if questions should arise. These messages are likely developed by those who were able to move
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through pathways of institutional communication with this standard, which is not reflective of
students with different (and potentially non-normative) subject positions.
Underpinning these limitations in practice is the idea of compulsory able-bodiedness, which
theorizes that able-bodiedness is not expected solely as the norm but is also deemed necessary. As
Elina Vaahtera explains: “The condition which appears as normalcy is actually a compulsion” (78).
When norms and able-bodiedness are seen as compulsory, seeking accommodation often falls on
the shoulders of individual students (J. Jung; K. Jung). Paradoxically, the compulsory nature of ablebodiedness within the context of the institution may, in fact, make the pursuit of accommodation
especially difficult. How institutional communicators conceive of students and their bodies influence
how texts and processes are developed because normative expectations become standard.
This same standard, as well as the implicit influence of compulsory able-bodiedness,
permeates rhetorical scholarship and traditional theories of embodiment. According to Chávez,
feminist rhetorical critique begins to address the problem of the abstract (and white, cisgender, ablebodied, male) standard; however, “Black and women of color feminist scholars push even further
the need to attend to actual bodies and bodily difference in ways that demand intersectional analysis
to understand bodies in rhetorical practice” (245). In order to more fully consider bodies, and how
these bodies are depicted and implicated in “standard” texts, rhetoricians must conceive of a wider
notion of what these bodies might look like, and how these factors complicate institutional
occupation when completing the work of rhetorical analysis. As Chávez eloquently concludes: “The
point is that we cannot nor should we try to reduce actual bodies to abstract conceptualizations of
‘the body’ because that at once reductive and totalizing move, like all such moves, enforces and
animates systemic oppressions” (248). My project responds to this idea when I consider how real
students disrupt the embodied standards and norms for studenthood expected by university
communicators.
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These embodied standards also extend into the ways that literacy is typically taught, as well
as what counts as “literate” within the university space. As Tara Wood et al. explain, in traditional
writing classes student disability and accommodation tend to be framed as problems because they
subvert standardized expectations of the student body; they go on to explain how categories such as
ability, race, class, and gender ought not be framed as a “problem,” but instead as an opportunity to
expand and rethink practices (148). In the section that follows, I consider critical literacy studies as a
scholarly orientation responsive to the standardizing potential of students—their bodies and their
ways of making meaning. In order to define and disrupt the hegemonic potential of the compulsory
academic genre, I review what scholars in critical literacy studies can offer to the discussion
pertaining to the role of power, culture, and change in shaping student literacy.
Critical Literacy Studies
Critical literacy studies deconstructs traditional notions of literacy by presenting a counter
orientation to standard and power-laden discourses, asserting that student literacy is shaped by
power, ideology, and culture (Janks; Williams; Selfe and Hawisher). In his monograph Culture, Identity
and Citizenship in College Classrooms and Communities, Juan C. Guerra lists the assumptions that inform
his beliefs about students’ critical literacies. First, he asserts that “[o]ur students arrive already
embedded in complex discourse communities” (155). In situating the commitments of my research,
I concur that the discourse communities of each student will extend within and beyond the
discourse community of the classroom. The impetus for this project is the need to examine
compulsory academic genres within what Wargo and De Costa call a students’ rhetorical repertoire,
or the contexts and containers that shape an individual’s lived experiences as a writer. By addressing
the embeddedness of compulsory academic genres within students’ lives, we will be able to
understand the effects of these genres and the effects that they have on student literacy, more
broadly.
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Guerra continues this idea, writing that “[a]gency in language does not begin or end in the
college classroom,” although “[t]eachers . . . serve an important role as cultural mediators between
the academy, students and their home as well as their target discourse communities” (155-56). In
order to understand the ways that literate agency extends beyond the classroom, Wargo and De
Costa explain that we must focus upon a “backstage view” of students’ literate practices and trace
their sponsorscape, or “the experiences students have with sponsors and the range of repertoires
used to navigate the multiple literacy contexts in which they work, live, and learn” in order to more
fully understand the deep entrenchment of literacy (103; 104). This means that to understand
students’ agency and response during institutional communicative events, we must also attend to
students’ lived experiences both within and beyond the classroom. These assumptions are central to
my conception of student literacy and how compulsory academic genres circulate within institutions.
If we, as rhetoric and writing teachers, seek to better understand our students’ practices of meaning
making outside our classrooms, we must consider the genres that surround our academic
institutions, because if we do not, we are complicit in the associated effects.
Like silence and listening (two concepts informing my project methodology that are
discussed in more depth in Chapter II), literacy is a deeply sociocultural and embodied concept—
one that can be traced to notions of identity, privilege, and representation. When undertaking a
project such as this one, which localizes listening within an academic institution, we must think
about how access and factors of marginalization impact student language and communication. As
Bronwyn T. Williams explains in Literacy Practices and Perceptions of Agency: “Students whose home
communities are not part of the dominant culture may face conflicts between the expectations of
rhetoric and discourse in school and those in their home communities” (169). By this, I understand
that literacy is a concept that interfaces and constellates with identity factors and models “processes
of social interactions” (Pritchard 21; Kynard 125-26). Williams writes that upon university
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matriculation, many students are treated as if they “have suddenly just beamed into a classroom with
no history that is relevant” (183). As such, institutionally, there may be a broad disidentification with
any prior literate and rhetorical expertise. When a student encounters a compulsory academic genre,
they have a lifetime of experience negotiating and engaging with texts of all sorts—but these texts
differ in some regard to all in their prior repertoire because they are in the new college context. Both
in the assigned classroom texts and the compulsory academic genres that extend beyond, students
do not have the same experience and potential to write, speak, and be heard because literacy is
reflective and constituted by access, hierarchies, and material embodiment (Royster; Kynard; Guerra;
Pritchard). As stewards of the university, we perpetrate the imperious nature of the academic
institution when we fail to interrogate the relationship between the literacies fostered between
school and the outside world (Szwed). My project extends this work by defining the practices of
student writers, rather than lingering in institutional murkiness, which when left unconsidered may
reify some of the hegemonic norms already present in the university.
In short, my project is a call to action to consider extracurricular genres that are already
shaping our students (Donehower). Propelled by this idea, I seek to enact what Brian Street defines
as a “more concrete understanding of literacy practices in ‘real’ social contexts” (3). Although the
work of remaining critical of compulsory academic genres in the classroom is imperative, the lived
impacts of these texts and our students’ relationships with them extend beyond the walls of the
classroom. If we seek to better understand how students make meaning in the world, we must first
understand the authorial expectations of those who write the texts they’re encountering. Through
studying compulsory academic genres, specifically, I will add a concreteness to current conversations
pertaining to student literacy by attending to beyond-classroom genres that shape and are shaped by
our academic institutions.
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Institutions and Institutional Texts
Scholarship in institutional rhetorics explicate how texts shape the expectations and values
that become cemented as protocol and practice. As it pertains to my project, attention to the
formation of mandated institutional expectations and actions is central to better understanding
compulsory academic genres. Elizabeth Britt explains that an institution “serves as an abstract
reference to an embodied complex of ruling relations that are organized around a distinctive
function [ . . . ] Organized by texts, ruling relations are the complex practices that coordinate
people’s actions locally and ‘translocally’ in ways that people are often not fully aware” (86). Sara
Ahmed positions that institutions come to have a body because of the repetition of decisions,
gaining power through recursion as well as habituation because they “involve the accumulation of
past decisions about how to allocate resources, as well as ‘who’ to recruit” (157). As subjects of an
academic institution, we must understand that the power a university exerts depends upon the
cementation of genres as a cornerstone. Further, the power that the institution holds is in the
unquestionable nature of the genres that shape our roles and expectations that we hold as members
of the university body.
Compulsory academic genres are all institutional texts, and through studying them, we can
have a better sense of the effects mediated by these genres. When we take the genres that form the
boundaries of an institution for granted and presume their effects as neutral, Britt argues that these
genres risk the enactment of symbolic violence (140-41). The genres that bind the institution denote
a historicity of the university, mirroring expectations of successful patterns surrounding local
discursive forms and functions (Paré). Institutional texts can present what Michelle LaFrance and
Melissa Nicolas call “architectural significance,” which means that they mediate, regulate, and
authorize certain kinds of discursive practices and embodied reactions (140). Despite this, LaFrance
and Nichols remind readers that they are not powerless in their occupation of institutional spaces.
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This is because institutional texts are “activated” through participation; LaFrance and Nichols
explain that members of an institution “must actively take up the discourses presented and may do
so in highly unpredictable and dynamic ways” (141). When institutions themselves become
ubiquitous, they resist critical consideration and begin to mold subjects as implicit social agents who
are likely to overlook the fact that institutions themselves are of human creation (Britt 136).
Through the study of compulsory academic genres, the genres themselves will not remain
ubiquitous, but instead will be considered as enacting effects across the institution.
Throughout this dissertation project, I extend this understanding of institutions to consider
how texts impact recipients of university texts divergently and reinforce the imperious hierarchy of
the institution. In “Eight Years a ‘Wooden Opponent’: Genre Change (and its Lack) in Campus
Timely Warnings,” Kate Pantelides et al. conclude that the university crisis messages in their sample
were “problematic” because they assume a “unidirectional approach to maintaining safety, which has
tangible consequences that reverberate farther than our respective campuses” (6). In defining
compulsory academic genres and their effects, I agree that these types of messages are often
problematic and unidirectional, but I seek to extend this work to consider the lived impacts of a
range of similar texts, leading with a human-centered investigation and to conceptualize how these
genres relate to student agency and equity. Although there is a lack of scholarship that localizes
required genres within academic institutions, specifically, I seek to extend work such as Pantelides et
al. in considering how institutional genres prompt and restrict action.
Together, my research in teacher activism, embodied rhetorics, critical literacy studies, and
institutional rhetorics works against the imperialistic impulse of institutional practice to disrupt the
binary between standard and silent, as well as hypervisibility and marginalization (Royster). In order
to better understand student literacy and the effects of institutions on influencing student lives,
scholars in rhetoric and writing studies need to understand the genres that circulate within the
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university. By extending the work of these scholarly conversations to study required university texts,
we are able to expand our rhetorical investigation of how students are interpellated by their
academic institutions broadly, and the ways that this impacts students’ identities. When considering
compulsory academic genres such as crisis reports, university summons, and mandated student
online training, a deeper investigation of these genres can open up space for understanding silence
and listening within the writing classroom and beyond (Glenn and Ratcliffe). It is the work of this
dissertation project to provide the space and time necessary for listening to the effects of
compulsory academic genres.
Chapter Summaries
The chapters that follow seek to complicate my understanding of compulsory academic
genres, both as a methodological phenomenon worth studying, as well as a discrete literate practice
that elicits effects for everyone in an institutional community. In Chapter II, I present what I call a
feminist rhetorical genre methodology: pulling together threads in feminist rhetorics and rhetorical
genre studies to theorize the action prompted by compulsory academic genres and the care that
researchers must bring to this kind of scholarly inquiry. Specifically, I consider methodological
concepts of rhetorical listening and silence to complicate my understanding of students’ literate
practice. I complete methodological analysis in this chapter by considering Title IX summons as an
extension to the autoethnographic interlude that precedes this chapter.
Chapter III continues with a case study of university crisis alerts, localizing my research in a
case study approach of a range of messages sent over email and text message. This chapter is an
application of the feminist rhetorical genre methodology that I introduce previously, and through
this lens, I present some revisionary approaches to these messages and discuss some of the bodies
and subject positions who could be harmed the most because of these messages.
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Chapter IV centers upon pedagogy, particularly how I teach and discuss compulsory
academic genres in the technical communication classroom. In this chapter, I utilize the same
sample of crisis communication messages introduced in the previous chapter for an in-class analysis
activity with my students. After reflecting upon my pedagogical praxis, I discuss a contemplative
pedagogical approach informed by my methodological framework to consider these genres through
an embodied approach as necessary to push students to think about the potential damages resulting
from these texts.
In the final chapter of this project, I discuss the implications of this work and offer future
questions that extend the trajectory for investigating compulsory academic genres. In Chapter V, I
consider further connections to the field of rhetoric and writing studies and contemplate how the
interventions I propose here can be taken up in broader contexts through attention to what I call
critical institutional literacy as a type of conceptual praxis.
Ethnographic interludes punctuate the formal chapters of this dissertation project as
moments of pause intended to help my readers consider perspectives and experiences that extend
beyond my own. Like myself, my colleagues and collaborators experience the difficulty of navigating
through the implications of compulsory academic genres. Unlike myself, these individuals have had
to grapple with their embodiments and privilege in different ways that I have and thus can offer a
more robust view into the phenomena of this dissertation project. Within these interludes, I
interview fellow graduate students about their experiences and interventions with compulsory
academic genres.1 The intent of these interludes is to expand my perspective and look outwards for
evidence to complicate my own definitional work.

1I

completed this research following Illinois State University Institutional Review Board Approval for my study (IRB2020-117).
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Although I discuss my project’s methodology in Chapter II, given my use of ethnographic
methods in my interludes directly following this chapter, I will discuss my use of ethnography that
extends throughout the rest of this dissertation project. Ethnography is an inductive method that
acknowledges that the researcher “is part of the research and not merely a neutral, impartial
observer” (Alsop 115). Through this approach, I consider the embodied effects of compulsory
academic genres and bring greater texture to my understanding of each rhetorical situation. With my
background in sociocultural research and my commitments to intersectional implications that extend
beyond my own subject position, I completed interviews with other graduate students who share
experiences with these genres and can speak to the lived impact of these texts. Due to the
intersections of my stated exigencies, ethnographic and situated reflective work is the first step in
working towards an understanding of compulsory academic genres.
Specifically, the approach of my primary research in this dissertation aligns with the exigence
of critical ethnography. This is a twenty-first century re-imagining of ethnography responsive to
theories in rhetoric and writing studies including feminist, poststructuralist, and decolonial
methodologies (Horner; Kirsch; DeVault and Gross). Bruce Horner explains that for critical
ethnographers, “[k]nowledge and experience are approached as ‘partial’ in all senses: neither
complete, fixed, disinterested, universal, nor neutral; but, instead, situated, local, interested, material,
and historical” (562). Researchers who practice critical ethnography consider the role of power
inequities throughout the research process, conscientious of the interplay between researcher and
informant, as well as the potential hierarchies that constellate as a result of the particular research
topic and institutional context (Horner 562; Kirsch 2163).
Through doing the feminist work of interviewing—building rapport and practicing rhetorical
listening—Gesa Kirsch reminds researchers that “[p]articipants may forget—or repress—the
knowledge that what they are sharing is being recorded and will later be analyzed and published in
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some form or another” (2165). Aligned with my feminist rhetorical commitments to rhetorical
listening and silence, I must contend with the ways that by completing ethnographic research, my
methods are artificial, partial, and—despite my best efforts—likely contrived due to the existing
dynamics beyond the research.
Particular to the contexts of my dissertation research—interrogating institutional texts and
completing related critique—I lean into the methods of institutional ethnography, developed by
sociologist Dorothy Smith, theorized by Cindy Malachowski et al., and extended in rhetoric and
writing scholarship by LaFrance and Nicolas. Institutional ethnography “works within a gap,”
studying how individuals’ lived experiences are mediated by texts, often focusing first upon the
people on the peripheries of power (LaFrance and Nicolas 130; Malachowski et al. 103). Namely,
LaFrance and Nichols explain that the primary goal of institutional ethnography is to “uncover how
things happen—what practices constitute the institution as we think of it, how discourse may be
understood to compel and shape those practices, and how norms of practice speak to, for, and over
individuals” (130-31). In order to meet these goals, institutional ethnographers examine the interplay
between individual experience, institutional practices, and the circulating discourse at work.
Throughout this project, my research into compulsory academic genres continually reminds
me that institutions are slippery, and that, oftentimes, institutional policies are occluded from our
critical awareness because of the cementation of tradition and the depersonalization of macroscopic
practices. By positioning institutions as “discursive constructions” that can and should be studied,
we can better understand them through accounting for the variability of individual experience, as
well as concrete spaces where things happen (LaFrance and Nicolas 131). Institutional conditions
vary, and so the way to better understand them is through inductive data collections methods,
including the autoethnographic, interview, and textual analysis (rhetorical) investigation that I utilize
throughout this dissertation project. Underpinning this method is the notion that social actors are
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not powerless in institutional contexts; instead, through the careful study and understanding of the
mechanisms at work, scholars like myself can better understand how to make institutional change.
For this reason, institutional ethnography is not merely a method suited for this project, but also a
conceptual re-orientation to expand upon the assumptions of institutional rhetoric and critique more
broadly.
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INTERLUDE II: SITUATING THE INTERVIEW AND RESEARCH AIMS: AN
ETHNOGRAPHIC INTRODUCTION
My interludes intend to extend the work of my dissertation to include additional ideas and
responses of other graduate students whose experiences both compound upon and extend the
definitional work of this project. As introduced in the preceding chapter of this dissertation, due to
the liminal positions of graduate students existing in the “in between” of faculty and student life, we
are privy to certain ways of thinking and being pertaining to compulsory academic genres. Unlike
undergraduate students, many graduate students are better acclimated to the institutional
environment but lack the institutional support and resources of tenured and tenue-track faculty. In
the interludes that follow, I consider my ideas and definitions in conversations with others—
colleagues who occupy different bodies and experiences than I do, thus extending the work of my
definition and theorization of compulsory academic genres. In this interlude, I introduce the aims
and specifics of my ethnographic research, followed by a discussion of how they connect to the
intersectional feminist exigences of this project.
My approved Institutional Review Board application provided me the opportunity to
interview other graduate students about their responses to and experience with compulsory
academic genres and consider some of the implications that my collaborators2 identified. To the
IRB, I provided a list of questions that I would use to interview my collaborators, with the
understanding that the conversation would also encompass additional questions that arose during
our discussion3 and that my final results would be anonymized. The intent of these interviews is to

2

Given the invaluable insight and bold experiential knowledge shared by those I am interviewing for my interlude
research, I will refer to them as collaborators and not some other commonly used term such as participant, interviewee, or
research subject. This is because I identify that these individuals are not merely participating in my research, but instead
collaborating in my thinking in important and recursive ways. I honor them and the support that they provided in the
generosity to speak with me about these genres—from the mundane to the traumatic.
3

Here is the list of questions approved by the Institutional Review Board, which I modified for each of my interviews:
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expand the perspective and experience represented in this dissertation project, and, especially, to
center the ideas of others to complicate and broaden my own point of view in considering the
implications of compulsory academic genres.
Each of the individuals interviewed for my ethnographic interludes is from a convenience
sampling of my colleagues both within and beyond my academic department. I selected each of
these individuals because I know they had different identities that may garner distinct experiences
with compulsory academic genres than I: transfer students, students of color, international graduate
students, students who identify as queer, those suffering from chronic illness, and others who
disclose and reflect on a physical disability during our interview. These students move within the
same institution I do, but their experiences with and understanding of compulsory academic genres
vary due to these factors. With each of these collaborators, I have a preceding rapport and a prior
relationship where they were—more or less—familiar with my ideas and the goals of my dissertation
project. For these reasons, I identify that in the cross sample of these individuals, there’s an
exposure bias here: My colleagues are already convinced—or, convinced enough to speak with me—
that compulsory academic genres are something worth studying and are primed to think about them
in ways that will align more neatly with my project than if my sample was random. 4
Each of these interviews took place during the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, and thus,
the mode of interview was impacted for the safety of both me and the collaborators. Instead of

-What are your experiences with how the university communicates in moments of crisis? Think about required university
texts like email alerts, text messages, or other posts that respond to adverse events in the university.
-When we’re able to consider intersectionality theory and identify different positions of inequality that these messages
provoke, how might someone with a different identity experience these messages differently than you do?
-What kind of action, or lack thereof, is prompted by these messages?
-Given your knowledge of institutional communication, what might be some suggestions to the texts that would make
them more functional and inclusive?
4

For future research, I would be particularly interested in speaking with undergraduate students, who may have less of
the academic enculturation and exposure that characterizes my graduate student sample.
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meeting face-to-face, each interview took place over Zoom. What I love most about interviews is
the human exchange: the back and forth, the occasional breathless-ness, the opportunity to see other
people understand and re-state ideas that are important to me, the richness of dialogue and
connection. While this is certainly possible over Zoom, I know that the digital mediation limited the
rapport between the collaborators and myself, likely also eroding the generative potential of the
interviews themselves. My social anxiety breeds itself over Zoom, as I make eye contact with the
face in my video box, wondering “Is this really what I look like?” in between internet lags, my eyes
strain as I gaze upon my dear collaborators and their pixelated upper halves.
Despite the limitations of my interview methods, I enjoyed the conversations that echoed
into my nearby recorder and captured excellent snips of dialogue that shape—and continue to
shape—my work in this project and the larger thinking that extends beyond. Primarily, I was
impressed about the types of texts that my collaborators centered in our discussion. Even when I
provided the same definition and context into this dissertation project5, due to their varied
positionalities, my collaborators considered a range of genres that expanded upon and differed from
what I centered in my definition.
Genre Scope and Definition
In the main chapters of this dissertation, I center specific compulsory academic genres that
are most impactful to me, but my interviews expanded the types of texts and effects based on their
individual experiences. Many of the genres that were discussed were in response to the COVID-19
pandemic, which characterized an entire institutional re-shift, myriad pathways of communication

5As

aforementioned, each of my collaborators had some antecedent knowledge about my dissertation research prior to
our interviews, but to orient them to the interview, I gave an extemporaneous description of compulsory academic genre
at the start of our conversation. Specific definitions that I used include the following: “Compulsory academic genres are
institutional genres that all students have exposure to, which could potentially have marginalizing effects for certain
students.” and “My work is about institutional texts that fall outside of the purview of the classroom because I think that
oftentimes when we think about the gatekeeping mechanisms of the university, we think about those in the classroom
and we don’t think of all the other texts that are obtuse and difficult to understanding. I think it’s important to think of
them as a composite form because there’s a lot of assumptions that cut across these messages.”
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from the university, and was certainly central in all of our minds before and during the interview.
Several of the collaborators focused their entire interview on COVID messaging, identifying a range
of specific genres and platforms, including the continuous email alerts, university protocols for
testing, and the Redbird Return website, which included the formal university plan, list of resources,
and a FAQ pertaining to the Fall 2020 re-opening of the university. Overall, my collaborators
asserted that many of these communications are characterized by their vagaries, and due to the
socially distanced context in which they are received, understanding the implications of these
messages often required additional investigation, follow-up, or consultation with colleagues who also
received these messages.
An additional category of university messaging mentioned throughout my interviews were
emails from campus administrators responding to grave racial misjustice, police brutality, and
commitment to equity and diversity at the university. Overall, my collaborators expressed these
messages as being mostly placating and resulting in little to no change or action. One collaborator
expressed that these messages are “very polished and don’t necessarily contain what’s actually
happening.” In the course of our conversations, my collaborators saw the idea of compulsory
academic genre as kairotic and receptive to the outside factors that shape the purpose and meaning
of institutional communication. Related to my further work, I’ll continue to take this model and
consider how extra-textual factors shape and are shaped by the texts that circulated from the
university.
Beyond the emails and COVID communications, collaborators mentioned many of the same
texts that I considered in my initial research, including crisis messages responding to winter weather
closures, campus shootings, and sexual assault reports. Collaborators also mentioned some other
texts that all students encounter, such as annual training and course evaluations. As I will explore in
other interludes, although I expected the student experience of these texts to be like my own, they
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actually differed to a higher degree than I expected. Specifically, as I’ll explain more in the next
interlude, the training for international students is more intensive than the modules I am assigned as
a domestic student. Further, where I expected that many texts such as handbooks and graduate
student protocols are mostly standard, I learned from students in other departments that their
experience of these compulsory academic genres are less streamlined. Due to their embodied
experiences that differed from my own, collaborators also mentioned other texts that I have not
directly come into contact with. These include university accommodations—and the specific
pathways for disability accommodations and pregnancy protections—and pamphlets and messaging
from student health services. Through the rich interviews and the careful considerations of my
colleagues, I expanded my boundaries for what I initially categorized as a compulsory academic
genre through the generous conversations with my collaborators.
Students’ Institutional Awareness
In the initial discussion of these genres and discussion of undergraduate experience, I was
surprised about the reasons why several of my collaborators began their interviews not considering
much about the ways that undergraduate students considered or were impacted by compulsory
academic genres. Although I was, at first, distressed by these gaps, as I spent more time in dialogue,
I realized that this supports the central aims of my dissertation research: Institutional texts are worth
studying, and this work is difficult, even/especially for graduate students. As one collaborator
explained: “I think that as an undergraduate student and not during a pandemic, I don’t think we
would ever question communication from the university. It was something that was coming up from
the be all and end all of what is going on and what we should be doing.” Later in the interview, this
collaborator noted that: “With freshman in particular, I think they take the messages at surface
level.” One collaborator explained how their access to a broader range of messages as a graduate
student and member of university staff piqued their awareness of compulsory academic genres and
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their effects: “I think I’m questioning that as a graduate student and a teacher because I have more
knowledge from the department and from the provost that don’t go to all students.” They continue,
adding that: “I definitely think that as a graduate student we have more knowledge that we can’t just
accept things surface level.” I was surprised by this characterization, and in hearing these ideas, I
wished that my IRB application afforded me the opportunity to interview undergraduate students to
better understand their critical engagement with compulsory academic genres beyond my classroom.
In my conversations with students, as well as with other graduate students who remain less critical,
there’s not a binary of criticality divided by education level. However, I wonder how this assumption
that undergraduate students lack the awareness or impact from these texts may shape the
development of compulsory academic genres from the top down.
I resist the notion that this kind of critical thinking and response is unique to those pursuing
a post-baccalaureate education, and instead, argue that a phenomenological and methodological reorientation is necessary to better understand compulsory academic genres and their effects on
students at all levels of education. The habits of compulsory academic genres elicit action, which is
both individualized and also far more complicated than an “undergraduate vs. graduate” binary
mode of thinking can complete. Thus, we need a methodological framework to understand the
situated action that is prompted by genres.
These ideas were both implicit and explicit while I crafted my dissertation methodology,
which I present in the following chapter. In this chapter, I center my methodological commitment
to feminist rhetorics, but also foreground the importance of rhetorical genre studies. This brings
forth an understanding of genres as socialized and habituated, divergent and effectual, in thinking
about compulsory academic genres and tracing these texts beyond the stage of definition.
Fundamental to this is the idea that even if we can acknowledge the action prompted by these
genres, there’s a sense that others understand them differently and that there’s not a broad single
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way that these texts are understood. In order to interrogate the different ways that these texts are
understood, I center on the ideas of rhetorical listening and silence.
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CHAPTER II: DEFINING A FEMINIST RHETORICAL GENRE METHODOLOGY
As I articulate in Chapter I, when a student enrolls in a university, they bring with them a
range of semiotic and rhetorical experiences that may or may not line up with the intended
expectations of compulsory academic genres. In this chapter, I extend my work by offering a
hybridized framework that I call a feminist rhetorical genre methodology to better understand
compulsory academic genres. Taking up Jeff Grabill’s assertation, I understand that “rhetorical
theory must be alive, constantly refreshed, and fed by what we can learn from the world [. . .] A
methodology must be a theory of and for action” (259). By presenting this methodology, I expect
readers may better understand compulsory academic genres and the powerful effects they can have
on students, with the hope that readers can take up the work of the methodology to create more
equitable institutional systems.
I begin this chapter by reviewing scholarship from feminist rhetorics and rhetorical genre
studies, which inform my dissertation project methodology. After introducing and defining my
project’s methodology, I share two methodological claims central to the understanding of
compulsory academic genres, as will be woven through the rest of this dissertation project. To
further explain my methodology and illustrate its affordances for researching compulsory academic
genres, I will then consider campus Title IX summons messages as an institutional practice that can
potentially render students silent and retraumatize victims in the process. Overall, in this chapter, I
work toward the meta-goal for this project as articulated in Chapter I: to begin the teacher-activist
work to better understand the required institutional genres students encounter.
Feminist Rhetorics
Through a feminist rhetorical methodology, I attend to how women and other marginalized
members of the university may communicate in ways other than the expectations of institutions or
might not be able to advocate for themselves because they are operating in systems that were not
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designed for them. Extending from Grabill’s definition of methodology as a theory of and for
action, as well as working from Sandra Harding’s definition of methodology as “a theory and
analysis of how research does or should proceed” (3), I understand that feminist rhetorical research
constellates around continued reflexivity concerning gender asymmetries (Schell 7). Further, Cheryl
Glenn defines feminist rhetorical research as “a set of long-established practices that advocates for a
political position of rights and responsibilities that certainly includes the equality of women and
Other” (Rhetorical Feminism 3). Walton et al. explicate that by identifying “Others,” we must not only
consider how difference is marginalized and ignored, but also consider how “[i]t . . . sets up a
dichotomy and ranks the value of certain groups of people” (90). The existence of power
differentials within an academic institution is absolute; therefore, a feminist rhetorical methodology
interrogates the impact of practices that reproduce these differentials, which assign rank and value to
human beings.
For the purposes of this project, where I am examining institutional systems and genres that
have fundamentally changed me, it is appropriate to follow in the footsteps of foundational feminist
rhetorics scholars who have provided the guidelines for how I might seek “to examine the role of
caring, emotion, and attachment” to my research subjects (Schell 4). Feminist research works against
the tension that Walton et al. identify as the “discounting of experiential knowledge in the academy,”
which prioritizes scholarship that is empirical and generalizable, aligning with white, Western,
patriarchal methods and practices (94). In this project, I consider the identification and definition of
compulsory academic genres as feminist acts due to how my own embedded experience positioned
me with the embodied knowledge that cannot be made empirically counted or generalized, but also
because it contributes a dimension to the wider conversation of equity and representation within
academic institutions. A feminist rhetorical methodology affords me the opportunity to legitimize
my own story as data, as well as collect the narratives of others’ experiences to enrich my theories
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through my ethnographic interludes. Issues of gender, hegemony, and oppression are central to this
project as they intersect with other minoritized subject positions, and I follow the model of other
feminist researchers who have modeled how to complete identification, awareness of positionality,
and the creation of proactive rather than reactive spaces through their scholarly work (Traces of a
Stream 252).
In order to better understand the diffuse complexity of representation and marginalization, I
must also anchor my work to an ongoing conception of my own positionality in relation to the
people and experiences that my research encounters. Walton et al. define positionality as a concept
that “focuses on reflexivity and building relationships, builds from the assumption that subjectivity
and, particularly, oppression are intersectional” (221). Attending to issues of gender is imperative to
a feminist methodology, but if it does not consider other identity factors, it will remain onedimensional. By taking an intersectional approach, I consider how other identity factors—including
but not limited to race, sexual orientation, religion, disability, and class—complicate student
experience with compulsory academic genres. With these ideas in my theoretical foundations, a
feminist rhetorical methodology positions me to understand that language is transformative, with
“power [that] flows diffusely in uneven currents” (Wilson and Lewiecki-Wilson 3) and that I must
take responsibility for my representations of others at all stages of my research (Schell 9). In the
context of this project, this means that I’ll attend to how I am recognizing and interrogating my
implicit biases and how I understand and depict others’ experiences with compulsory academic
genres through my ethnographic interludes.
Through a feminist methodology, I understand that conceptions of power are not
ontologically innocent, and as Walton et al. remind readers, to theorize power from a neutral
position is an impossibility (111). The powerful and powerless do not participate in an equal-footed
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dialogue, even within feminist-oriented movements and scholarly conversations, as Walton et. al
explain:
Many feminist efforts are led by white, bourgeois women who “maintain their dominance over
the leadership of the movement and its direction” (p. 27) while at the same time relegating
women of color, women with disabilities, women in poverty, and other women whose
identities occupy multiple positions of disadvantage to the outskirts of the movement, if not
pushing them outside the movement altogether. [ . . . ] Thus, we see here the insidious nature
of marginalization, pushing people to the outskirts of society at large and even excluding and
silencing within oppressed groups. (Walton et al. 20-21, emphasis added)
Language of silence imbues scholarship and testimony of women and marginalized individuals—
both as metaphor and in action. This is because silence and listening are rhetorical concepts that are
complicated by notions of gender asymmetries, and then complicated further by other intersectional
considerations. I resist the binary that to speak is to have power, and to listen and remain silent is to
practice subservience. For this reason, I use the feminist rhetorical concepts of silence and rhetorical
listening to focus my review of feminist rhetorical scholarship.
The methodological concepts of silence and rhetorical listening are key to my project
because, as Glenn and Ratcliffe attest, “the arts of silence and listening are particularly effective for
historicizing, theorizing, analyzing, and practicing the cultural stances and power of both dominant
and nondominant (subaltern) groups” (2). In the two following sections, I review literature on
silence and rhetorical listening in relation to this dissertation project, positioning both concepts as
important intersectional feminist building blocks for understanding the rhetorical phenomenon of
compulsory academic genres.
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Rhetorizing Silence
From a hyper-shy child to an anxious-but-introverted rambler, in my embodied experience,
silence fills a moat of paradoxical space in my personal life. Considering the blushed lingering of my
shyness into my own adulthood, I often feel that silence is what I am most intent to outpace. Even
when silence was what I craved most, I resisted it—certain that if I had nothing to say, or chose to
say nothing, that I would not be vivacious enough, smart enough—that I simply would not take up
space at all. What I mean here is that even when I resisted it, I knew that silence—and my
relationship to silence—was complicated. I continue my investigation of silence by first complicating
the Western narratives that render silence as arhetorical. Next, I explain why we must understand
how and why silence may act as a reflex for women and other marginalized individuals when they
interact with genres and institutional systems that impact great power over them. After this, I argue
that silence should be seen as a rhetorical act in response to compulsory academic genre systems.
My prior conception of silence as malfunction or lack of engagement is analogous to what
Janice Cools calls the “Western Model” of silence (52). Through the Western Model, silence is often
not seen as a rhetorical action, but instead viewed as an absence or pause, undercutting all of the
complex communication that might be at work. However, several noted historical rhetorical
traditions—including Pythagorean philosophy and Egyptian canons—considered silence as “moral
posture and rhetorical tactic” (Glenn and Ratcliffe 1). Hua Zhu notes that silence was also heavily
theorized as an active rhetorical measure in the pre-Qin Warring States period in China, much like
contemporary feminist rhetoricians consider it today. From this Chinese historiographic research,
Zhu writes that non-verbal actions and affect in listening can be deployed tactically as an ethosbuilding mechanism in power hierarchies, even in instances when a communicator is silent (3). By
re-dimensioning silence as carrying infinite potentials and possibilities, silence becomes a rhetorical
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phenomenon to which we should pay more attention, excavating it from the cemented anticipations
of Western indoctrinations.
In Unspoken: A Rhetoric of Silence, Glenn curates a list of twenty possible meanings for
silence, but the possibilities are unlimited and always situated beyond this initial inventory
(16). Glenn argues against the notion that silence is the antithesis of speech by explaining
that the two are not mutually exclusive, and in fact are often simultaneously meaningful:
“Speech and silence depend upon each other: behind all speech is silence, and silence
surrounds all speech” (7). Anne Ruggles Gere echoes this when she writes that “[i]nstead of
seeing silence as speech’s opposite, we can conceive of it as a part of speech, located on a
continuum that puts one in dialogue with the other” (206). Silence ought to be considered as
more than a communicative pause, but instead as rhetorical significance to better determine
the implications of the silence as a meaningful response or coerced silencing.
I align myself with feminist scholars including Cheryl Glenn, Krista Ratcliffe, Hua Zhu, and
Anne Ruggles Gere who work to disrupt the false notion that silence should be seen as inaction, and
instead be seen as a concept through which we can understand systemic inequities and also better
interpret the complexity of response. In the tradition of other feminist rhetorics scholars, I diverge
from a one-dimensional understanding of silence: If we seek to understand the ways that students
respond to compulsory academic genres and the impact that they prompt, silence cannot only mean
inaction or complicity.
In addition to problematizing a Western notion of silence-as-absence, feminist scholars also
dispute reductive claims that silence is always already a signifier of oppression. Without feminist
recovery work, silence is conceptualized as a means of oppression that I find problematic, gesturing
to the erasure of women characteristic of idioms such as “seen but not heard” that patrol the
behavior of females throughout history (Belenky et al). This understanding is in line with the
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aforementioned Western Model, which centers on rhetors who have the ability to speak freely and
with consequence and for whom institutional spaces are typically designed. In Recollections of My
Nonexistence, Rebecca Solnit explores her sense of agency as a young woman, echoing the selfimposed “silence-as-discipline” sentiment that Belenky et al. introduced. Solnit writes:
We often say silenced, which presumes someone attempted to speak. In my case, it wasn’t a
silencing because no speech was stopped; it never started, or it had been stopped so far back
I don’t remember how it happened [ . . . ] it didn’t occur to me that I had the authority to
assert myself thus or that they had any obligation or inclination to respect my assertions, or
that my words would do anything but make things worse. (57)
Solnit’s recollection is characteristic of the ideological pressures that lead women—and those
who may occupy other subject positions with less authority—to self-censor. We need to
examine the ideological work of hegemonic oppression that dissuades women and other
marginalized individuals within the context of the university from having the ability to speak
up from themselves.
Further, in “The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action,” Audre Lorde
discusses the effects of self-silencing that she had experienced as a Black queer woman: “My silences
had not protected me. Your silence will not protect you” (41). Coming face to face with her
mortality, Lorde realized that remaining quiet never abated any of her fear, but instead rendered her
powerless. She continues: “For we have been socialized to respect fear more than our own needs for
language and definition, and while we wait in silence for that final luxury of fearlessness, the weight
of that silence will choke us” (Lorde 44). Much like Zhu explains the tactical dimension of silence,
Lorde’s theory of silence is that all women—especially BIPOC women, who, according to Lorde,
are both highly visible and invisible through racial depersonalization—must be aware of how silence,
listening, and passivity positions them in relation to power hierarchies. Lorde continues that
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visibility which makes us most vulnerable is that which also is the source of our greatest
strength. Because the machine will try to grind you into dust anyway, whether or not we
speak. We can sit in our corners mute forever while our sisters and our selves are wasted,
while our children are distorted and destroyed, while our earth is poisoned; we can sit in our
safe corners mute as bottles, and we will still be no less afraid. (42)
Due to visibility, silence isn’t always possible: For this reason, a rhetorical investigation of silence
must consider the intersecting pressures of self-censoring and societal censoring, but also the stakes
of staying silent. The way that silence is conceived of for Solnit, as a white woman, diverges from
Lorde and Zhu’s conception due to the visibility of different types of bodies; to stay silent—or to
break that silence—has different costs, but also divergent pressures and meanings to untangle.
Glenn writes that in understanding silence and silencing, we will have new pathways
to expand the rhetorical tradition. “After all,” Glenn asserts, “people use silence and
silencing every day to fulfill their rhetorical purpose, whether it is to maintain their positions
of power, resist the domination of others, or submit to subordination . . . the transformative
power of silence is not always obvious” (153). What Glenn and Gere explain above
contradicts the record of research within the Western canonical way of studying silence. If
silence is, as Glenn argues, a means of diffuse meaning making—and one that can be
tactically deployed by marginalized peoples—to not account for silence is to ignore the deft
rhetorical work of subversion.
Silence is a key methodological concept for this project because silence within
compulsory academic genre systems can take on many forms and meanings, and to
understand the broadness of student response, we must also consider silence as a potentially
nuanced response. Within the context of this study of compulsory academic genres, not
accounting for silence in the research is fracturing the representation of rhetorical strategies
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to understand how people actually understand and respond to these texts. Understanding the
range of responses is important in any communicative situations, of course, but
misinterpretation looms large when considering top-down power dynamics and
representation in required and largely hegemonic systems, such as is the case with
compulsory academic genres.
Silence may be a means through which students communicate and respond, and
should be examined as such, but silence within compulsory academic genre systems might
also be the only means that appears possible for marginalized individuals who are not given
just and equitable spaces to advocate for themselves. Returning to Solnit’s recollection, in
this way, silence may exist as a self-censoring mechanism, but the rhetorical pressures here
are deft and strategic. This can tell us a great deal about how a subaltern person is made
visible or censored, and as Zhu explains, how silence can be used as a tactical means for
survival in hegemonic systems or, as Lorde writes, necessary due to the visibility of women
of color. The silencing is largely ideological, and although the perceived authority remains
invisible, this may help us to understand the meaning-making options made available to
someone when considered within the sociocultural matrix.
I continue with the work of this methodology, and the project broadly, with the
understanding that silence is a multifaceted, situational response: a rhetorical act that needs to be
considered in light of institutional hierarchies. If silence is a means for persuasion, on a continuum
with dialogue, we need to interrogate the systems in place that eliminate the potential for silence.
Without this consideration, the institutional pressures habituated by compulsory academic genre
systems will continue to perpetuate a Western conception that overlooks silence as anything other
than complicity and compliance.
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Rhetorizing Listening
Rhetorical listening is the means through which silence is interrogated, and is shaped by my
feminist commitments of recovery, advocacy, and coalition building, as theorized by scholars
including Krista Ratcliffe, Joyce Irene Middleton, Guo-Ming Chen, and William J. Starosta. Just as
silence is often characterized as non-action, within rhetorical scholarship, listening is often flatlined
through a uniform interpretation as a passive act that is not in response to listener subjectivities and
power dynamics. Yet, for any speaker who is interrupted, spoken over, or whose ideas are reclaimed
by another, it becomes clear that listening is a rhetorical and powerful act. Within the context of
compulsory academic genres, the failure to listen to students and respond accordingly may present
very real impacts for students. In interfacing ideas of rhetorical listening with my conception of
compulsory academic genres, I hope to lay the idealist framework for how listening might take place
in the required—and often fraught—pathways that result from the complicated and messy lives of
students, who are already entangled in the complex power relations of the university. Without this
attuned critical perspective, a commitment to openness, scholars from rhetoric and writing studies
run two risks: failing to investigate silence or silencing students who make meaning differently.
Much like with silence, listening is reflective of and influenced by power dynamics and
differentials, making it an important methodological concept for intersectional feminist work. For
the purposes of this project, I take up Ratcliffe’s definition of rhetorical listening, which she defines
as interpretive intention, “a stance of openness that a person may choose to assume in relation to
any person, text, or culture,” further “with an intent to understand not just the claims but the
rhetorical negotiations of understanding as well” (1; 28). Rhetorical listening is central to this project
because compulsory academic genres are so embedded in the university cultural system that in order
to understand their effects, researchers must be intentional about interrogating both student
response and silence in light of institutional power hierarchies.
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For the purposes of this project, the rhetorical listening praxis lies in the ethnographic
interludes between each chapter—where I will listen to the experiences of each of my informants. In
doing so, I understand that rhetorical listening is an active process, one that must be in constant
negotiation with the cultural and institutional contexts. Joyce Irene Middleton reminds readers that
rhetorical listening is, in fact, a work of recovery. In the context of this project, this means that
rhetorical listening is an active uncovering of sometimes occluded meaning, requiring transparent
and energetic exchanges between both the speaker and the listener.
Rhetorical listening matters in this project because how students are treated within required
university systems affects representation on campus: who decides to attend universities, who
manages to graduate, who is protected, and who is not. When we are able to invite a feminist
approach of listening into our research practices, we are able to “discover new cultural discourses in
our research, service, teaching, writing, and publishing” (Middleton 106). As such, by listening to
compulsory academic genres, institutional cultures may be changed because of students’ perceptions
of safety and representation as they work, learn, and experience life on their college campus. This is
because when compulsory academic genres are composed, they are listening for—or, I argue,
expectant of—a certain kind of response. As I will detail throughout this dissertation project,
listening cannot be divorced from the speaker or listener’s identity factors and notions of power.
In order to understand why rhetorical listening is difficult, we also need to understand that
listening is always an embodied and expectant endeavor. By this, I mean that when we begin to hear
something, it cannot be disentangled from our perceptions of the speaker. In the seminal essay
“When the First Voice You Hear is Not Your Own,” Jacqueline Jones Royster details her experience
with feeling silenced and expected to perform her identity in certain ways due to racist assumptions
related to her subject position as an African American woman. In this essay, Royster argues that
understanding subject position of the listener is key as she writes:
48

All such close encounters, the extraordinarily insidious ones and the ordinary ones, are
definable through the lens of subjectivity, particularly in terms of the power and authority to
speak and to make meaning. An analysis of subject position reveals that these interpretations
by those outside of the community are not random acts of unkindness. Instead, they embody
ways of seeing, knowing, being, and acting that probably suggest as much about the speaker
and the context as they do about the targeted subject matter. (31)
In order to understand the process of listening, we must understand that both the subject position
of the listener and speaker are not random or (always) explicitly unkind, but instead tied to
expectations that exist beyond the rhetorical situation. Rhetorical listening is the active process of
remaining open, aware of misjudgments, one where the listener must be prepared to revise their
interpretations. The intent is not to filter out the subject position of the listener—an impossible
task—but instead be aware of how these observations filter perceptions of what is heard.
We notice what a speaker looks like, recall past experiences which allow us to anticipate
what might be said, and think about the very nature of the speaker’s voice or mannerisms. Ratcliffe
maintains that “[i]n such moments of listening to each other, to our institutions, to our cultures, and
to ourselves, we may hear and then see how our identities are always already grounded in our
identifications, disidentifications, and non-identifications with others” (171). Just as power is not
ontologically innocent and neutral, neither are our attempts to listen. As someone begins to speak,
their words are re-interpreted through our sociocultural frameworks, in which we become an active
agent in the shaping of their intent. We are expectant of a response, and dually biased. As Chen and
Starosta explain, “[l]istening across stylistic difference may lead cultures to misjudge one another as
deceitful or threatening, as sly or hostile, as impolite or inappropriate, as self-serving or verbose, as
weak or irrational” (286). Although these reflective reactions are biased and conditioned, remaining
conscious of them and how they shape policies and expectations is key to working against the
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racism, misogynistic, sexist, transphobic, classist, and ableist social pressures that can restrict
rhetorical listening.
In her recent dissertation project on decolonial pedagogies, Danielle Donelson writes about
rhetorical listening in relation to her own privilege, conceiving of “storying” as a method and noting
that we “must strive to consider the role that listening plays in storying” (91). Due to my feminist
commitments to transparency, positionality, and relationality, my ethnographic interludes are one
way of story-building to enact the work of listening to experiences beyond my positions of privilege.
Chen and Starosta present the notion that listening is easier, or in their words “cheaper to acquire,”
when it does not need to cross sociocultural barriers. For instance: “Stories told in a familiar
language and idiom are cheaper to acquire and process than those that require the learning of a new
language, or the reliance on a translator”; “Stories that sound analogous to events already
understood are cheaper to process than are stories with no apparent connection to one's own life
events”; and “Stories that are consistent with what is already known are cheaper to acquire and
process than those that require the creation of a new set of premises or assumptions or world views”
(282). In our listening, then, according to Chen and Starosta, it’s easier—or maybe more possible—
to listen to those whose stories are like our own:
In sum, speakers wittingly or unwittingly represent a community or social grouping, they
speak to those for whom some social identity is salient, their group and the group of the
other may exhibit a smooth or strained history of interaction, the two groups may or may
not share a common first language, historical power relations may have placed one party's
group above the other, and recent events may or may not have transpired that acted as
irritants between the two communities. (288)
If we cannot acknowledge listening as a sociocultural and dynamic process, one that remains biased,
reaching equilibrium or equal representation becomes difficult, if not impossible. One way to
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become more conscious and, I argue, more rhetorical of our listening is to take up what Chen and
Starosta define as a “realm between.” The “realm between” is a method for listening as problem
solving: where actors share space, mutually reshaping the other’s transmission in hopes of reaching
common satisfaction (279). Because rhetorical listening is a sociocultural process, one that is
reflective of difference, working toward a common ground means that each listener ought to have a
sense of how the listening is embedded within the context of the university.
When considering both silence and rhetorical listening in relation to compulsory academic
genres, we must remember that universities were, and still are, developed for a certain type of student
(Walton et al.). In relation to compulsory academic genres, I argue that the university considers their
intended audience for these texts as one for whom silence might not be complicated, a student who
lacks social identification that makes listening to them difficult, and someone who has the
institutional and rhetorical savviness to navigate complex systems and networks when such
navigation is required of them. These methodological concepts illustrate the complex and dynamic
socio-historical situation of all institutional communications. Rhetorical listening leads to active work
in identifying with another person’s story, empathizing with their differences, and, if it is necessary,
finding a way to advocate for them. Below I begin to consider the methodological tenets of
rhetorical genre studies, and how the ideas about genre complicate what sort of action—and
restriction—is made possible with the composition of compulsory academic genres.
Rhetorical Genre Studies
The second major area of scholarship from which I draw to build my hybrid methodology is
rhetorical genre studies. Rhetorical genre studies is a subject that concerns itself how a composer’s
ideologies imbue the texts that they write, thereby setting into motion specific kind of actions in
response. Since the ideologies and authorship of compulsory academic genres are often latent,
rhetorical genre studies is central to this project to make clear the values and actions prompted by
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the genres. Specifically, many teachers don’t have access to or experience with the kinds of
compulsory academic genres that students experience. Without an attunement to the genres and
their effects, it’s easy to overlook these texts, but a rhetorical genre studies approach helps to recenter these genres and the impact they can have for students.
Indeed, without my own embodied experiences with compulsory academic genres, I never
would have considered these texts, nor would I have sought to define a concept which, to my own
knowledge, was previously undefined. By conceiving of genres as “sociorhetorical habits” (Paré), I
understand that the typified and responsive nature of genres are reflected and in constant
negotiation by those who compose and respond to certain texts. In taking a rhetorical genre studies
approach, I acknowledge that genres reflect the situatedness of the environments they are composed
within (Devitt), and as such, they are not value-free. Instead, they reveal the hierarchical nature of
the attitudes, expectations, and attentions they embody (Bazerman; Coe et al. 2, 3). Genres incite,
anticipate, and restrict action, composing the boundaries for what is possible and permissible for
social actors. Pertaining to these possibilities, Devitt writes that “[d]iscourse exists only when
individuals act, and their actions will always be grounded in their uniqueness as well as their social
experience. If genre is based on recurrence at all, it must be recurrence perceived by the individuals
who use genres” (21). As such, one of the commonplaces of rhetorical genre studies is that genres
“invite actors to engage in certain actions (and not others) and to construe themselves and the world
in certain ways (and not others)” (Collin 84). Through the specific genre conventions, different
response are made possible, and thus social actors are prompted to act in uniform ways.
Because students are entering the university with varied literate backgrounds, yet expected to
act uniformly, they must pull from their existing semiotic and generic knowledge from external
writing situations, also known as their genre repertoire (Devitt; Coe et al.). Devitt explains why
genres are functional among groups, writing that genres reflect and reinforce the “values,
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epistemology, and power relationships of the group from which it developed, and for which is
functions” (64). Devitt also points out that the forcefulness of generic reinforcement will vary based
on the concept and genre set. However, given the strong locus of control that a university has over
its students, I argue that the explication of value reinforcement within compulsory academic genres
is high, and—in fact—this may be the exigency of certain texts. As students wield their antecedent
genre repertoire, they are entering into a system that might not anticipate their needs. In fact, with
exposure to new genres, they are likely to experience resistance and demands that might extend
beyond their prior literate expectations. Genres are conceptualized in response to idealized
situations, but within the framework of messy institutions—spaces where many students first learn
how to live on their own, grappling with necessary literacies of the institutions that extend within
and beyond the classroom—these spaces form systems that affect students differently. Their
negotiation is contingent upon a variety of factors including college preparedness, familial support,
and identity factors such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and many others.
Without considering these factors and the effects that they may have on how subjects
understand and engage with institutional texts, we instead understand them as neutral, which is
when these genres risk the enactment of symbolic violence (Britt 140-41). The genres that bind the
institution denote a historicity of the university, mirroring expectations of successful patterns
surrounding local discursive forms and functions (Paré). Without being critical of our institutions
and their historical precedents, it’s easy to lose sight of the fact that other humans create and sustain
institution protocol, and this is a sociocultural negotiation subject to change (Britt 136). Britt
continues:
Institutions emerge [ . . . ] with the inevitable habitual activity of social life. Over time,
individuals develop patterns of interaction that become the predictable foundation or
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background of their social relations, the taken-for-granted arena within which they will create
new ways of acting toward each other. (136)
For the purposes of this project, I understand that institutions contain power because they are built
on the building blocks of genres that are imbued with the habituation from white, male, cisgender,
capitalist, heteropatriarchal structures and expectations. The power is constructed and reinforced by
processes that are prompted by texts—extending into the institutional laws, traditions, and protocols
that shape the communicative situations that allow for compulsory academic genres. Considering the
potential for change and reconfiguration of institutional policy, I now offer a feminist rhetorical
genre methodology.
Feminist Rhetorical Genre Methodology
As I stated above, a feminist rhetorical methodology focuses upon the reflexivity and
positionality of subjects as they interact within the complexities of social hierarchies, while a
rhetorical genre methodology focuses upon how values and ideologies prompt response and action.
By developing a hybridized feminist rhetorical genre methodology, I bring together the
aforementioned rhetorical scholarship to better re-conceive of how genres produce effects and
actions within the context of the academic institution. As stated in Chapter I, I understand rhetoric,
in Grabill’s words, as “a process of collecting. To do rhetoric is to associate. Rhetoric makes things”
(265). In this chapter, I have outlined how a feminist rhetorical methodology positions a researcher
to study hegemonic norms of language and action, while a rhetorical genre methodology considers
the actions and expectations embedded in all literate practices. If genres create the sociorhetorical
moments of contact between students and agents of the university, by studying the response, we can
better understand the expectations of the relationship between the two entities.
To understand a genre’s expectations, we must listen for the effects and consider how these
outcomes are mitigated by power inequities of the university. Genres are sociorhetorical in nature
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because they are predicated on the nature of a conditioned response. If students are unable to
understand the process, or if they are unable to respond appropriately, the effect may be silence.
Since the work of compulsory academic genres often renders students silent in one way or another,
for the process to be more equitable, by taking a feminist rhetorical genre methodology approach, I
advocate for a model of rhetorical listening to students and their silences as they go forth in the
process of surviving in the academic system. In order to fully consider the effects of genres as they
circulate within the university system, we need to listen for potential gaps in understanding how
students engage with compulsory academic genres, because these gaps are reflective of the
hegemonic realities of the university.
Genres should be responsive not only to the imperious expectations of the university, but
also the responses and reactions of recipients. If students enter genre systems that they do not
understand, where they are not given institutional footholds or resources, these genres risk further
splintering for students who might already feel a sense of disconnect from the university.
Specifically, for students who identify as women—who may already feel disenfranchised at their
universities due to the misogynistic and male-centric nature of many institutions—a compulsory
genre such as Title IX summons might be further polarizing on top of the gendered violence that
has prompted the investigation. In order to create more equitable policies, administrators must
reckon with the ways that the genres they create anticipate and engage with the silence of their
students and acknowledge student literacy as a concrete process that extends beyond the confines of
the classroom. Just as the compulsory academic genres are composed with the anticipation that
subjects of the university system will be misaligned in some way, students may also have
preconceived notions of these same systems inevitably failing them in some regard.
In order to learn more about these systems and their impact, my methods are informed by
my methodology. Methodologies lead to methods: approaches for documenting the phenomena that
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our theoretical orientations allow us to consider. The method that I document below is an
autoethnographic approach, drawing from my experiences, modeled from what Royster and Kirsch
call strategic contemplation, which “makes room for the researcher to acknowledge her or his own
embodied experiences” (659). In the section below, I create the space for my embodied experiences
and consider how they help me define a concept that I previously did not have the language to
describe. First, I explain how my experience with Title IX summons motivated my work in this
project and informed the exigencies of the feminist rhetorical genre methodology. Next, I present an
analysis through two methodological claims. When we focus on the effect and (in)effectiveness of
required genres and the individualized potential for response, we can better serve our students and
advocate for the change-making potential of institutions as rhetorical phenomenon.
Application of the Methodology: Title IX Summons
I began my theoretical work writing about compulsory academic genres with a focus on Title
IX summons, motivated by the way that they disrupted my life and toppled my relationship with the
institution I still occupy.6 As I introduced in my introductory interlude and in Chapter I, I first began
to consider compulsory academic genres several months after my experience with Title IX as a
doctoral student, fueled by how these institutional systems disserved me, but initially lacking the
language to think about these texts. If I claimed to be an advocate for my students’ success at the
university, I wanted my own experiences to mean that I was more present, outspoken, and aware of
the disruption that these texts present in the lives of subjects of the university. When I was
summoned to the Title IX office, I was met with a range of genres that I had previously not known

Before I begin my analysis of Title IX summons, I must first provide some context outside of my experiential
knowledge. Title IX was passed in 1972 and enforced by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights to
provide female students with equal opportunities to their male peers, stating that “No person in the United States shall,
on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under
any education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (“Title IX”). With the advent of greater
awareness on gendered violence on college campuses, this office is now more readily known in relation to its work with
investigating and enforcing sexual assault and harassment on college campuses.
6
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existed. Beyond the initial summons, once I attended the meeting with my Title IX officer, I
interacted with privacy statements, non-contact orders, and a wave of emails between myself and
administrators.
In the section that follows, I synthesize the hybrid approach outlined earlier into two
methodological claims for better understanding the rhetorical project of compulsory academic
genres. As these claims are introduced, I engage with the concepts of silence and rhetorical listening
to better present a more nuanced understanding of the project than in the definition presented in
Chapter I. Through sharing these claims, I acknowledge that to do methodological work is to extend
beyond the intellectual work of engaging with theory and to put into practice the affordances of the
developed frameworks. Without my methodological focus—attending to the rhetorical power of
these genres and the feminist recovery work necessary to understand the effects of these texts—I
would not have the theoretical definition or the language to focus in on the concepts central to these
definitions. As Bal describes, by selecting a concept, a researcher can “focus interest” because concepts
exist beyond description, bound with ramifications, traditions, and histories that extend beyond the
current usage (31; 28; 29). By engaging with the two aforementioned concepts from the feminist
rhetorical tradition—silence and rhetorical listening—I seek to deepen my definition of these genres
and better articulate my situated understanding through engaging with my personal narrative with
Title IX summons through the methodological claims that follow.
[1] Compulsory academic genres establish roles through the elicitation and restriction of
silence.
For me, being summoned to Title IX was like going to therapy—that is, if the therapy
appointment had no patient confidentiality and if therapy was a disjointed dialogue between myself
and my former partner—where we did not speak directly, but our words were in conversation with
one another as the investigation ran its course. In a far-off university office, I was required to re-tell,
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re-tell, and re-tell my story to mostly sympathetic women: Women with notepads in private rooms,
women who asked even more private questions. I answered because it never felt optional. I was
hailed to these rooms by emails—interpellated into a space where my silence would put me at risk. I
was told that non-participation could result in my own expulsion at the university.
As I articulated above, I’ve reckoned with silence in many aspects of my personal life, but
before my exposure to the compulsory academic genre systems in place with my university’s Title
IX, silence was mostly on my own terms. My silence has always been appropriate enough: respectful,
reverent, and archetypically feminine. Now, the terms were mine no longer; my Title IX summoning
was in response to three counts against my former partner: sexual harassment, cyberstalking, and
domestic violence.
Because my Title IX summons provided information pertaining to my safety and standing at
the university, it exerted a different type of power than many other university texts I had
encountered previously. This power is negotiated in the prompting and pausing of speech—and
these boundaries are formed by the negotiation of silence. For a survivor of domestic abuse, silence
may well be an act of resistance, of safety, an intentional means for protection. In the timeframe
when I was summoned to testify at the Title IX office, my experiences became the jurisdictional
matter of the university. Even if, in effect, the telling is in the guise of my own best interests, silence
was no longer mine to elicit. My agency and ownership over my own story started and stopped when
the summons message reached my inbox.
The actions prompted by the Title IX summons genre is powerful because they determine
who can speak when, for how long, and at what time. For instance, in the investigation process, I
was summoned to give my testimony before my former partner. Although I was able to speak first,
he was able to speak to my claims and defend himself against them, while I was not granted that
privilege. In this way, our roles were dimensioned in response to the start and stop of the silence of
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the other. Indeed, through the habituation of the genres themselves, we were positioned into roles.
In the development and circulation of these messages, a certain response is anticipated, and
particular roles are determined, which limit the kinds of actions that are possible. The texts
themselves reflect the imperious nature of the academic institution to silence and displace certain
students, oftentimes those least heard within the institution.
Related to the rhetoricity of silence in this context, I introduce Rebecca Solnit’s distinction
between audibility and credibility. She explains that audibility “means that you can be heard, that you
have not been pressed into silence or kept out of the arenas in which you can speak or write” while
credibility means that “when you get into those arenas, people are willing to believe you” (Solnit
221). The role of the victim in the Title IX process is heightened audibility, which limits the
potential for silence as a rhetorical act, while the credibility of the speaker is automatically in
question due to the investigatory role of the summons.
Staying silent, refusing to attend the required meeting, dodging the Title IX office’s attempts
to advocate and investigate on my behalf would mean that I would be complicit in the due process,
that I would lose control of my narrative and opportunity to advocate for my own safety. Rather
than acknowledging the multiple powerful potentials of silence, Title IX summoning processes
flatline the potential for students to pause, to consider the effects of sharing their stories on their
own terms.
[2] In order to understand the trajectories and tendrils of compulsory academic genres, we
must attend to the stories that evoke, and are evoked by, these genres.
As I stated before, listening is an embodied and expectant rhetorical act—and institutional
processes and genres are always likewise embodied and expectant. Rather than assuming that all
experiences are uniform, it is important to consider how these compulsory academic genre
responses are embedded in wider narratives. These experiences and genres will be taken up
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differently, and they will always be viewed in relation to each individual actor involved. As Walton et
al. explain: “The assumptions we make about how others should behave and how the world should
be structured are not developed out of our own certainty and experiences alone. Rather, our
expectations are set by cultural and ideological currents that inform our understanding of the world
and, in many cases, imbue our consciousness” (118). In unearthing assumptions that underpin
compulsory systems, we must consider how divergent assumptions shape the stories that are heard
and re-shaped by these texts.
In order to understand the stories surrounding compulsory academic genres, we also must
understand the particulars for how messages are delivered, mediated, and composed. Although I will
detail more in coming chapters, most of the compulsory academic genres included in this project are
technologically mediated, which means that they are delivered through new media channels. There
may be an impetus to consider these texts as less embodied, circulating in the background, or less
important to consider from a stance of rhetorical listening. However, as Wenqi Cui explains: “Digital
technologies and multiple modes provide rich rhetorical possibilities for making meanings and
articulating our voices effectively. However, these voices cannot be heard if audiences/listeners do
not devote effort to rhetorically listen” (1). Because compulsory academic genres are mostly digital
born texts, they are composed and delivered within a scope that extends within and beyond the
campus boundaries. These messages bolster effects that seep into the everyday and become wider
parts of a recipient’s wider story.
In this dissertation and beyond, I seek to use ethnographic methods to better understand
how compulsory academic genres are understood and experienced by others. I understand, though,
that this is intersubjective and biased work, always filtered through the lens informed by my own
perspective. I can tell only my own story, and despite the level of trauma that my experience with
Title IX elicited, my position is one of much privilege. I am not only a graduate student with the
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institutional literacies and support systems to navigate these systems, but I am also white, straight,
able-bodied, financially independent, and residing in a familiar region, among other intersections of
privilege. After meeting with the Title IX officer, she remarked that most of the students she meets
with are undergraduates, which means that the summons message like I received would likely be
even more disorienting and disruptive. Due to their shorter time attending the university, in at least
some ways, these students are more vulnerable and unincorporated than I am, and for this reason, in
order to fully understand compulsory academic genres and their effects, in future work I must seek
out other stories, from students with different embodiments, positionalities, and (lack of) privileges
than I occupy. In anticipation of future work with rhetorical listening, I heed Donelson’s call to
“practice rhetorical listening that is humbled, and aware of embodied differences” that “paves the
way for us to have a greater awareness and acknowledgment of realizing our white privilege. Only
then can we make important strides in pushing back against and resisting generational complicity”
(107). If we identify the socio-rhetorical realities of genres, we must also recover the socio-rhetorical
realities that these genres may disrupt through an actively engaged process of co-construction
(Walton et al. 73).
While Chen and Starosta consider the globalization of listening, I extend their work to also
consider listening within institutions. They write that the globalization of listening “requires
heightened tolerance for ambiguity, new awareness of expectations regarding proper settings and
times for messages” (288). In order for compulsory academic genres to be responsive to the storied
contexts of students, it may be helpful to conceive of the pressures and exigencies of both the
institutional genres and the student response as overlapping: sharing a context, but distinct in their
socialization and norms. With a greater tolerance or divergence, listening can begin from the shared
spaces of overlap. Indeed, these genres invite a storied potential, new ways to understand the
impacts and implications of these genre systems. If we do not develop methods for studying their
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divergent reality-making, we will not be able to fully understand and intervene in the pathways that
are created.
Final Considerations
Re-centering on my embodied feminist aims, I choose to close this methodology chapter
with a final mediation on the response I experienced as a result of my Title IX response: Even more
than I remember the stark email message summoning me to the campus Title IX office, I can recall
the face-reddening, head-hanging shame that the text elicited in me. I choose to continue
investigating these genres because of the lived impacts they prompted in my life and with these
experiences, I understand the exigency for why these texts are worth paying attention to and
studying. From my own personal experiences and through the methodology detailed above, I begin
the foundational steps to better understand these genres and their change-making potential. In
Revisionary Rhetoric, Feminist Pedagogy, and Multigenre Texts, Julie Jung considers the labor of writing into
our silences: “Why make real by putting into words those experiences we feel we are powerless to
change? My answer is that by writing our silences, we do, in fact, change them. We change them
because we change ourselves. And in the process we are granted a most unexpected gift: a reader
who is unafraid” (116). In my initial work to define and theorize compulsory academic genres, I am
certainly changed in my ability to listen to the spaces created by these texts. Although I remain
changed by the trauma surrounding my experience with Title IX summons, I now have the language
to continue listening to the stories these texts prompt and, in the chapters that follow, to theorize
new ways of understanding how these genres relate to the power inequities of the university.
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INTERLUDE III: EMBODIED DIFFERENCES: CONSIDERATIONS OF HURDLES,
CHANGING BODIES, AND COMPULSORY ABLE-BODIEDNESS
While in the process of writing my dissertation proposal, I first spoke with a colleague about
their experience with required training from the university, and I found myself surprised that they
were assigned separate modules—complete with more graphic and triggering content—than I was as
a domestic student. I’m grateful that this colleague was willing to speak with me more in the course
of my ethnographic research, and in the interlude that follows, I share what I learned about some of
the divergences that my collaborators have due to their intersectional embodied identities.
International Student Hurdles
Although all graduate students are assigned specific trainings—imperative to orient us to
some of the practices and expectations as employees of the university—international students are
required to complete additional training, including a specific training on Title IX. As my collaborator
explains: “Title IX is something that the university thinks that international students aren’t aware of
by that name. [ . . . ] They want us to know that Title IX does these things, and that is okay. But the
way that they actually frame the training is a little problematic.” As they explain, the first half of the
module pertains to sexual violence, showing videos of survivors who detail their experiences, often
tearfully. Yet, within the training video, the representation is troubling: “[M]ost of the videos were
Americans crying. It was really weird that there were some women of color, but they were all native
speakers. There were no international students sharing their stories.”
Although there is a red cross that video users can press to indicate that they find the
information triggering, doing so only blurs the face of the person speaking, while the audio
continues. Students are not able to skip any of this content, even when depicting sexual violence
such as rape and other depictions of assault. Fearing for the repercussions for not passing the posttraining assessment and being unable to skip the content, my collaborator explains: “I got really,
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really traumatized about hearing these stories, there’s no way for me to escape from that section . . .
That was very challenging for me. There were people crying on screen and then sobbing and telling
the stories—real people’s stories, and you had to sit through all of those incidents.”
Hearing this story in full during the course of the interview, I am angry for my colleague and
the way that students who are already marginalized in the university can be further silenced and
harmed by institutional policies. Reflecting on their experience with the Title IX training, my
collaborator concludes in a way that resonates with me: “[I]t was supposed to make you aware of
these things and not inflict additional trauma.” In this interlude, I will share the stories and
considerations from my collaborators in the hopes of extending beyond my own privilege to
problematize the lived impacts of compulsory academic genres.
In addition to this testimony about international student Title IX training, many of the other
collaborators talked about the ways that their experiences and body diverged from the expectations
set forth about their antecedent knowledge and embodiment, as well as how they managed to
navigate these genres in spite of this. Just like my international colleague, the audience for many of
the compulsory academic genres that we discussed served to flatline students: just like the bodies
represented in the Title IX video—a white, able-bodied standard is centered and expected. There’s
an assumption that students will not change, that their abilities and needs are stable. Of course, this
is not true, and one means for navigating these changes of ability and embodiment requires
continued knowledge and networking in many cases.
Changing Bodies and Institutional Needs
One collaborator reflected upon their experience with pregnancy while moving through
graduate coursework and the complicated pathways to protect them throughout their term. This
student applied for university accommodations, procured letters excusing pregnancy-related
absences from their coursework, and navigating university pregnancy and health services resources.
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Still, this student expressed fear of retribution, concerns that their grades were at risk, and fear of
judgement from their department when announcing their pregnancy.
What was necessary to navigate these compulsory pathways was institutional fluency—what
the collaborator called being “indoctrinated into the system”—and also their social network with
mentors and colleagues who were able to provide advice and recommendations through this
process. They explain: “So, definitely, I feel like [my advisor] was one of my biggest resources and I
felt glad to have an advisor who had had children because there’s a kind of acceptance with these
experiences. She was definitely very helpful with navigating this, and I had talked to her about this
beforehand, and she told me the things to think about.” At a time when this graduate student’s
relationship with the institution, as well as their physical body, was subject to change, the
connections and prior experience with institutional texts helped with the pivot through their three
trimesters.
Compulsory Able-Bodiedness
Throughout interviews, my collaborators gestured not only to the ways that their bodies and
institutional needs changed, but also how many of the texts and systems of the institution failed to
meet their needs and keep them safe. One collaborator with a background in academic affairs and an
identification as queer, disabled, and chronically ill introduced me to the idea of compulsory ablebodiedness, which—as I introduce in Chapter I—is the idea that able-bodiedness is expected as
necessary in many systems and contexts. This collaborator described many of the compulsory
academic genres we discussed as “reactionary rather than proactive”—not providing sufficient
information or accessible mediums for distributing these messages. For instance, they continue:
“With some of these students, too, I think that there is an issue of accessibility. If there’s only a text
message or email, where’s a phone call? Some universities could put in the time to have a phone call.
[ . . . ] They’re disseminating the information, but is it getting to all students?”
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With the accommodations processes that could help students gain access to additional
support, there are barriers such as knowing how to secure accommodations, or how to respond
when a professor or administrator denies these accommodations. Although students have the legal
right to accommodations, another collaborator stressed that there are barriers at work here: “There’s
an assumption that just because the university offers student accommodation services, that students
actually get those services.” Understanding who to contact and what kind of accommodations are
available requires knowledge and literacies “are not the same thing as sitting through class or doing a
reading” and requires specific support, advocacy, and knowledge. Obtaining and understanding
accommodation, and then navigating annual trainings and randomly dispersed institutional
communications, requires energy and resources, both of which are in flux for all students, especially
those who are not able-bodied or are chronically ill. Reflective of this, one collaborator suggested
that institutional communicators ought to consider the “amount of time they expect that we invest
in it, how long we will be sitting in one spot using physical, mental energy to do that. There’s an
incorrect assumption that everyone can do that.”
Throughout these conversations, the transparency that my collaborators brought to our
conversations helped me push my boundaries in thinking about student experience and the myriad
effects of compulsory academic genres. Due to the impact of their identities—through to the way
that they are “othered,” in response to their changing bodies and lack of accommodation—I learned
more about how the experience of compulsory academic genres are distinct and individualized. I
consider this complicated perspective as I present the case sample of crisis communication messages
in the chapter that follows.
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CHAPTER III: ISU EMERGENCY ALERTS: A RHETORICAL ANALYSIS OF DIRECT
UNIVERSITY CRISIS MESSAGING
As an avid cyclist, I often find myself on the local bike trail on my commute to campus.
After returning from one such ride, I checked my cell phone to find a text message from my
university, alerting me that an assault and robbery had recently taken place on the trail I had just
exited. The message explained that around 2:00 pm on a portion of the trail near campus, a male
community member was battered by two male suspects who took the victim’s wallet before fleeing
the scene. Despite the prefacing that this was an isolated event not involving members of the
campus community, the message was terse, the information vague, and the site of danger
indiscernible. Although the university website was linked for more information, once I visited the
site, I found no follow-up details readily accessible. Hours later, I received an email sent to my
university account:
On 8/23/18, at approximately 2:00 PM, Normal Police responded to the Constitution Trail
near the 400 block of E. Vernon Ave., after a non-student reported he was battered by two
yet to be identified male suspects. The suspects also took the victim’s wallet and fled the
area. At this time, this is believed to be an isolated incident and not a random act.
The terse set of messages written with the intention of keeping me safe resulted in far more
questions than answers about how I could take an active and informed stake in my safety. Due to
the fact that this message provided few details, initiated no actionable response, and limited the
potential for me to follow up, this message enacts institutional silencing.
Building from the methodological framework introduced in Chapter II, in this chapter I
analyze one specific category of compulsory academic genre: university crisis messaging. Crisis
messages are a type of compulsory academic genre because, as I define in an article entitled “On
Storied Potential: An Autoethnographic Excavation of Required Spaces,” these messages are “the
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required communications surrounding university crisis and emergency management,” which are
“predicated on the notion of inevitable institutional disorder, but yet often do not seem to consider
the embodied experience of students as recipients of these messages” (Cox). Unlike my discussion
of Title IX summons in the previous chapter—in which a conversation ensues, and a response is
expected—within the university crisis messaging system, the communication is always unidirectional.
Messages are sent across mediums, relaying important information to the campus community.
However, within the scope of direct messaging, there is no way that recipients of these messages can
speak back. Although recipients may be directed to other digital spaces where they may find more
information, there is not a possibility of asking questions, following up, or seeking clarification. In
these ways, students are rendered passive through the lack of action specified in the message and
silent in the inability to respond. By studying these factors through the lens of the methodological
concepts of silence and rhetorical listening, I seek to better understand the lived experiences of
students as they receive messages that narrate campus safety.
The focus of this chapter will be on text and email messaging because they are a direct
method of contact between crisis communicators and students. Although there are other mediums
that alert of crisis—such as social media and university digital signage—because texts and emails go
directly to student devices, they are likely the first alerts that they will receive. These type of crisis
communications are one of the instances when university meaning is communicated most overtly,
but without attention to these messages, the underlying norms and values which underlie these texts
may be “out of sight” as Brian Paltridge warns (89). These messages reveal the potential for
university communication to exclude “certain people from institutions of higher education, and the
struggles of those same people to change higher education” (Powell 460). Crisis messages are the
first line of defense for keeping students safe, yet they are also imbued with certain institutionally
homogenized expectations of students’ material access, geographic knowledge, and antecedent
68

experience of trauma and crisis. These messages are often vague in their prescription of action and
their impulse in silencing students who might lack the institutional footholds to make sense of these
messages. Because institutional spaces are riddled with power discrepancies and negotiations of
meaning are often unbalanced and largely unidirectional, a rhetorical analysis must also consider
these intricacies.
In order to account for the complex sociocultural nature of these texts, in this chapter I
complete a rhetorical analysis informed by my methodology to better understand the ways that the
language used within these messages establishes members of the campus community as subjects in
relation to the power dynamics of the university. Ultimately, I analyze how crisis messages construct
a certain type of student subjectivity that sustains and normalizes power inequities. Through my use
of rhetorical analysis, I seek to better understand how crisis messages fit into the larger institutional
context, to enrich the field’s understanding of compulsory academic genres, and to examine how the
rhetorical situation is shaped by the discursive elements of my sample of crisis messages (Dubinsky
26). I work under the presupposition that “a rhetorical situation exists involving an audience, an
exigence relevant to both the audience and the speaker/writer/designer and constraints” (Dubinsky
18). Further, per my intersectional commitments as a feminist rhetorician, I consider factors such as
access, embodiment, privilege, and positionality to complicate the rhetorical conceptions of
audience, purpose, and context. I acknowledge that the crisis messages carry the potential for
impacting students as well as faculty, staff, community members, and alum; however, because this
teacher-activist project is centered around student equity, I will be focusing my analysis upon
students specifically. In the remainder of this chapter, I do this work by defining crisis
communication in more detail and explaining the effects of technical framing on the understanding
of these messages. I then analyze messages responding to three different crisis situations on my
campus and suggest revisions to make these messages more equitable and actionable. Finally, I
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explain how analyzing university crisis response extends the work of scholars already studying crisis
communication and how this analysis fits with the central methodological concepts of silence and
rhetorical listening.
Crisis Communications: A Definition and Call for Embodied Understanding
Considering the crisis email from the introduction of this chapter, readers can see that this
technical document is terse, containing only essential details and little stylistic distinctiveness. In this
way, this crisis communication message shares conventions with other types of technical documents:
It is composed without a stated author, written to solve a problem, and reflective of an
organization’s goals (Markel and Selber 10). To distinguish crisis communications from other
technical documents, however, I use Regina E. Lundgren and Andrea H. McMakin’s definition of
crisis communication as the “dialog between the organizations and its public(s)” that responds to
either “natural or human-created disaster” both during and after the fact of an emergency to
minimize potential damage (2).7 Though this definition seeks to elucidate the work of crisis
communication, every such communicative event presents a disaster that is ongoing and
complicated, with information that is usually forthcoming and potential damages that are divergent
and incalculable. Oftentimes, crisis communications must be written and sent in a time-sensitive
manner to meet the goals of crisis management. In Crisis Communication: A Textbook Approach,
Kathleen Fearn-Banks defines crisis management as a process of “strategic planning for a crisis or
negative turning point, a process that removes some of the risk and uncertainty from the negative
occurrence and thereby allows the organization to be in greater control of its own destiny” (2).

7As

Lundgren and McMakin explain, risk communication is a thriving subdiscipline in technical communication (For
more on risk communication, see Grabill and Simmons, Sauer, and Bowden). Crisis communication is a subset of risk
communication alongside care and consensus communication. Specifically, “Crisis communication is risk
communication in the face of extreme, sudden danger” (Lundgren and McMakin 4). In this dissertation chapter, I focus
specifically upon crisis communication as a specific type of risk communication in the technical communication research
tradition.

70

Despite the precision of a crisis management plan, crisis communications initiate dialogues that
prescribe action in situations that are oftentimes unfolding and unprecedented.
The action prescribed by these messages is in response to a standardized notion of student
identity, access, and antecedent knowledge. It is impossible to know what a “normal” response looks
like when the crisis is ongoing, unexpected and, sometimes, unprecedented. University crisis
messages construct a type of reality that calls forth a specific response that makes assumptions about
students and their response to the message—thereby cementing norms about students. In her article
Apparent Feminism and Risk Communication: Hazard, Outrage, Environment, and Embodiment, Erin A. Frost
argues for cultural studies and social justice work in the study of crisis communication because it
works against the normalizing nature of
minority or marginalized publics who may have different perceptions of risk than the oftenassumed “standard” public based on historical inequity are not often taken into account.
Thus, cultural studies and risk communication should be linked—especially when it comes
to how we think about design and technology, concepts which are too often considered
technical and objective rather than culturally situated. (25)
Risks are not homogenized, and instead, certain bodies are subject to increased dangers than other
bodies that are readily accommodated. In order to study and compose crisis messaging rhetorically,
we must consider how sociocultural perceptions of a hazard impact both the understanding of an
event and the response that is made. One such approach to understanding the audience and
trajectory of crisis messages is the risk equation developed by Peter Sandman, which theorizes Risk
= Hazard + Outrage (Sandman). Communicators who use this equation understand that risk
consists not only of the realities of the hazard, but also the addition of the responding social outrage.
By understanding risk in this way, we can recognize that the experience of crisis is already embodied
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because it considers how technical documents construct and accommodate some bodies while
putting others at risk (Frost 24).
In order to understand crisis communication and their embodied implications, we must also
consider the situations these genres construct through what Edward Schiappa calls the technical
framing of an event. Technical framing presents the information as neutral and objective, because as
Schiappa explains, “[w]hen a situation is defined by someone, especially someone in authority, we
are encouraged to ‘see’ the similarity between the current situation and a prototypical exemplar and
to behave accordingly” (156). In this way, the crisis communication influences response through
audience antecedent knowledge because they “encourage us to act how we have been taught is
appropriate for a crisis, which is quite different from how we have been taught to behave in a
‘normal situation’” (156). Due to the technical framing that takes place in crisis communication,
audiences might not consider that these messages are partial and selected, relying on our socialized
reactions, and composed in the interests of the institutional authority crafting these messages. Yet,
due to the brevity and urgency necessitated by the role of crisis in shaping the text of the message,
untangling the ways that these messages are framed also provides insight into the institutional
authority, or ethos, that is at work. In “Tweeting an Ethos: Emergency Messaging, Social Media, and
Teaching Technical Communication,” Melody A. Bowden writes that emergency messages are
“often virtually free of context, makes it relatively easy for an individual or an organization to
promote its message, but it can be equally easy to make an embarrassing, harmful, and/or potentially
damaging public misstep” (36). In crisis situations, technical framing has persuasive effects, and
these implications are unchartered if how the situations and communicators report and respond to
crisis become occluded from audience critical awareness.
Crisis messages complete the definitional work of outlining the crisis because, as Schiappa
explains, the social influence of the communicating institution is exerted (151). Crisis management is
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always technically framed in relation to the institutional context it occurs within and with
consideration for the groups the communication will reach. Effective crisis management is
contingent upon crisis communication that is situated and clear, but the way that crisis is
communicated in the context of an academic institution is especially complicated. The academic
institution is providing a response to a natural or human-created disaster, while also providing an
extension of their commitment to the mission of the institution to keep students safe. When sending
crisis messages, the university is prescribing a course of action while also restricting the channels of
communication. The fact that recipients cannot respond to these messages or find out more detail
directly is indicative of the rhetorical (in)action put in place and the lack of bi-directional
communication fostered at the university. Overall, institutional crisis communication messages
construct a certain type of reality that addresses and prescribes a normalized student body, response,
and prior knowledge. These norms are reflective of a homogenized view of the campus community,
one reflective of privilege pertaining to a range of identity factors; as I explicate in Chapter I, on my
campus this view presupposes a student who is white, cisgender, able-bodied, and fluent in
institutional shorthand.
As compulsory academic genres, these messages lie at the boundary zone between academic
and community writing, but they have very real implications on the safety of all members of our
campus community in providing a safe space where students can learn, and faculty and staff can
work. In my methodological introduction in Chapter II, I write that in order to understand the
expectations of a genre, we must consider the power inequities and effects within the university, and
this runs parallel to how silence rhetorizes in this genre system. These crisis alerts impact students
differently, yet the sociocultural assumption of these messages is that they are received, understood,
and that in being sent, students will know how to stay safe because they are informed of the
situation. However, as I analyze in my crisis-specific analyses below, these crises affect students
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differently, and a standardized alert will never be able to answer all the questions that a crisis
message may elicit. There’s an oversimplification on behalf of the institution here: To receive these
messages is to acquiesce to the norms of studenthood, embodiment, and experience of the crisis.
Institutional Context: Crisis Messages at Illinois State University
Crisis communication scholars including Fearn-Banks, Heath and Miller, Lundgren and
McMakin, Solomon, and Walaski elucidate guidelines for producing effective crisis messaging, yet
there’s a limited amount of scholarship in the evolving complexities of composing within the digital
landscape and university crisis communication, a gap which is noted by Pantelides, Muller, and
Green. Because students reside within a communicative landscape that echoes with the consistent
networked buzz of university alerts, scholars in rhetoric and writing should focus in on crisis alerts
such as text messages and emails to consider how they construct the narrative of campus safety. In
containing the work of studying crisis messaging as an important compulsory academic genre, a
technical document with embodied considerations and powerful potentials, I localize my project
within my specific institutional context.
Illinois State University is a public university located in Normal, Illinois. The campus and
community maintain permeable boundaries, with many students living in the neighborhoods
surrounding the campus and Uptown Normal area. Although most students are from the Midwest,
information on community-specific crisis situations—such as harsh winter weather—are shared with
students through ISU Alerts. Members of the campus community are alerted of crises through a
complicated network of alerts, crisscrossing across campus through a variety of different mediums
both direct and indirect (ISU Emergency Alert). Crisis messages are sent out as text message alerts,
email updates, messages on all public technological devices, and through social media channels;
however, in this chapter I will be focusing only on text and email messaging because they are the
messages sent directly to Illinois State students (see figure 1). Although students and staff could
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obtain up-to-date information instantly through a range of mediums, direct messages may be the
most reliable and instantaneous, especially if students are not physically located on or near campus
in the event of a crisis. College campuses have a population of high turnover, and each semester, a
wave of new students, faculty, and staff who do not have the institutional and locational
understanding of the area. This gap of knowledge presents a risk during moments of crisis, especially
when the text’s audience do not have the presumed knowledge necessary to understand the shared
information.

Figure 1. List of Alert Methods
alt=“List of channels for automatic notifications for ISU including Illinois State email, office and
desk phones, ISU website, digital displays, lecture hall computers, ISU Facebook and Twitter
accounts, as well as campus speakers”
I chose to present this institutional context before moving to analysis because it shapes the
rhetorical situation of the crisis messages that make up my corpus, as well as gives some additional
75

information about the (in)accessibility of these messages. As a researcher with liminal and
intersecting investments in the community I’m studying, I choose to foreground my own interests
and biases before I begin analysis. Certainly, my own situated experience of these texts prompt the
exigency to begin this research and the focus to continue this work. This approach demonstrates my
belief that discourse mirrors power structures, and therefore impacts readers differently. The writers
of the texts I analyze assume material, sociohistorical, and cultural assertions about readers, and
through the methods that I use, I interrogate these assumptions. As a researcher and as a member of
the university, these audience assumptions impact me directly. Although I do live off-campus, my
apartment is relatively near to many of the areas that are often referenced in the university crisis
communications I analyze in this chapter. When examining these messages as a site of research, I
cannot escape from the particulars of my own embodied and individualized reality and therefore
position them at the start of this analysis.
Like my assertion that Title IX may serve to perpetuate gendered violence, I extend my work
here by explicating how crisis messages may be dangerous for students who deviate from the white,
male, cis-gendered, able-bodied, domestic standard internalized by the university communicators
when these messages are composed. To substantiate these claims, below I will introduce three text
message and email case examples from different crisis situations during my time as a graduate
student at Illinois State University. In each of these messages, there are assumptions made about
students that serve to construct norms about students’ material access, orientation to the space of
campus and the surrounding areas, and prior experiences of trauma.
Crisis Message One: Material Access
As a university in the Midwest, winter weather concerns are common at Illinois State
University, and as such, crisis messages alerting the community of closures or necessary precautions
usually occur a handful of times throughout the school year. For this reason, the university first
76

sends out a longer initial email on weather-related resources on the first instance of winter closure
followed by a shorter email and text message upon further closures. Through analyzing these
messages to study the assumptions, narration of crisis, and responsive actions, I seek to better
understand how these messages operate as a compulsory academic genre and how it relates to
assumptions of students and their material access. In order to better understand these messages, I
introduce the student assumptions that are generated in the composition of this message, explain
how the event narrates the crisis, and discuss how the actions that are prescribed for students can
render students silent in the process.
The first message that I’ll be analyzing that introduces the protocols and shares links for
winter weather safety was sent out on January 18, 2019 (see figure 2) reads:

Figure 2. Weather Closure Email Message
alt=“Weather closure email message: Due to the impending severe weather for the holiday weekend
of January 19-20, Illinois State University will be closed Saturday and Sunday. Essential personnel
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should continue to report to work. Residence halls and residence hall dining centers will remain
open. All other campus buildings will be closed on Saturday and Sunday. The University will
continue to monitor the weather forecast throughout the weekend and provide updates if necessary.
Grounds workers will be clearing walkways, stairwells, and parking lots as weather conditions
permit. Please use extreme caution as you move about campus. Please pay close attention to Town
of Normal parking ban and potential road closure information found at www.normal.org. For more
information about public transportation in the Bloomington-Normal area visit www.ConnectTransit.com and www.Amtrak.com. For real-time weather updates, visit www.weather.gov/lincoln.”
Here, university communicators indicate some of the weather-related policies—closures of nonessential buildings, snow removal—as well as external resources that will be necessary for students
to have access to if they’re traveling in the community or need updated weather updates. Following
the delivery of this message on January 18, another university closure followed on January 31, with
identical text and email messages sent to students (see figure 3). Both messages read: “Illinois State
University closed Thursday, January 31. Visit www.IllinoisState.edu for full details.” With the terse
nature of the message, there is no description of the crisis or explanation for the actions necessary to
stay safe. The pairing of messages like this—with the first instance of winter weather notifying
students with a detailed list of links and following instances providing a terse crisis alert—reduces
redundancy, but it also assumes that readers are attentive to the content in the initial message and
will carry this information through to other winter situations.

Figure 3. Weather Closure Text Message
alt=“Illinois State University closed Thursday, January 31. Visit www.IllinoisState.edu for full
details.”
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Within both messages, a great deal of assumptions are made about students pertaining to
their materiality. Materiality, as Anis Bawarshi explains, refers to context as physical and ontological,
as well as “embodied, emotioned, and localized within conditions of production, circulation, and
consumption” (109; 110). Without a focus on better understanding and communicating materiality,
crisis communications are not fully considering the matter of students or how that matter operates
in planes of inequity. To do so must take into account the following elements: “the places we
inhabit; the climate (political, geographical, ambient) that affects how we encounter one another,
what we do, and how we do it; the tools that mediate our social activities and relations; and the
institutions, resources, and socio-economic conditions” (Bawarshi 108). The technical framing of
these messages presuppose that all students operate with the same material access and embodied
knowledge, which shapes the features of the genre, the way that the message is narrated, and how
the non-action of the message is a type of institutional silence.
Although the email message does provide more explicit information on how students can
stay safe and learn more information, there’s the assumption that all recipients already have
experience with winter weather and understand how to stay safe beyond prescriptions such as
“Please use extreme caution as you move about campus.” With the high rate of turnover—as
students enroll, transfer, or graduate—and the increasing globalized goals of universities to recruit
students from areas with different climates, this might not be instruction enough when students are
faced with the first snow-related closure. Although, certainly, it is not the place of the university to
educate students on all aspects of their lives, it is the responsibility of the university to provide
students with the resources to live safely in a new environment. Likely, these messages are written by
communicators who are familiar with the Midwestern climate and might not understand that
additional explanation of safety protocols would be necessary to move beyond the assumptions of a
homogenized and already acclimated campus community. Through these assumptions, a normalized
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view of students is constructed, and through the details that are included, this is the type of student
that is kept safe through these messages.
These same normalizations guide the inclusion and exclusion of information that are shared
in both winter weather crisis messages. Specifically, although the text message itself was sent at a
time of severe winter weather and record-breaking temperature lows, the direct nature of the crisis is
unstated. Not only is this text predicated on the commonplace assumption that all students have
baseline antecedent knowledge about the winter weather response from the previous email, but also
that all university students and staff who receive the alert have an understanding of university
protocol and know how to access the correct digital spaces to get more information. Within the text
message, there was also no specific information about the weather crisis itself, which assumes that
everyone is proximal to the Bloomington-Normal area and already appraised of the weather
conditions. Making full use of the space of the text message and emails from both situations would
provide more context for students who might not have the knowledge or experience with how to
respond to crisis weather situations.
Assumptions aside, within these series of messages, the crisis itself is not narrated much at
all: In both the email and the text message, students are directed elsewhere to learn about the event.
Rather than explicating the event and explaining the risks and dangers of winter weather, the bulk of
both the text and email messages serve as a center point from which students can find additional
information. Through the text of this email message and the following text message, through the
lack of text, a reader is outsourced to other sites beyond the university to find more information
rather than providing a responsive set of information. What this message does present in terms of
narration is the presupposition that communicators are writing to a particular type of student. These
messages are not effective in narrating this event because they do not address the divergent material
experiences of winter weather and how these material considerations relate to student equity. In
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matters of health and safety, the access to information is imperative, especially since the effects of
disaster on marginalized populations are often intensified. This might specifically affect students
who don’t have heat efficient homes, warm winter clothes, or reliable transportation. The closing of
the university may limit the only safe and warm space within walking distance, and thus reveals how
this example of crisis communication operates under the assumption that baseline winter safety
needs are being met.
For these students—those who fall outside the assumptive norms of the university—this
sample of winter weather messages serve as an instance of institutional silencing because they do not
prescribe a means of response or prescribed action. Despite the links to other sources and general
advice to use extreme caution on campus, audiences were not explicitly advised on next steps for
how to stay safe. In the initial email, students are advised of the following: “Please use extreme
caution as you move about campus. Please pay close attention to Town of Normal parking ban and
potential road closure information.” These tips are important, but they are not entirely actionable.
How might one take caution in an unknown weather situation? What should someone look for
when checking for parking and road closure information? A short list of reactions such as “stay
inside whenever possible” or “seek resources or warm winter clothes at these locations” would be
helpful to fill some of the stop gap in action here. As mentioned in my methodology chapter, when
students are not given the opportunity to speak back to institutional texts, there is no opportunity to
re-shape the genre or optimize it so that future communications are more effective. Because
students are not given a way to respond or a clear indication for actions, they are rendered passive—
and effectively silenced—which means that the genre and its approach will remain in stasis.
Given the complexity of this largely predictable—yet significant—weather crisis, the
university closure email and text messages assume a great deal about students, proceeding to narrate
and prescribe action based on these assumptions. As a result of this limited context, the audience is
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assumed to be comfortable with university protocol and policy. For first-year students, those from
outside the Midwest, or those with unmet material needs, communications that do not make full use
of the space of crisis alert messages can limit the effects of the understanding of this weather-related
crisis.
Crisis Message Two: Critical Spatial Perspectives
The second ISUAlerts crisis message I selected for analysis alerted the campus community of
an armed robbery that took place near campus on Sunday, February 3rd. Both the text (see figure 4)
and email messages (see figure 5) were identical, reading: “ISU Emergency Alert: Armed robbery at
Belview and School. Remain alert, use caution. See www.ilstu.edu for more info.” Through the
composition of this short message, readers can see the greater specification considering the crisis
itself compared to the last message about winter weather closures. Within this cultural moment,
news coverage concerning gun violence on college campuses presents a very real threat for those
who live or work on college campuses. Compared to the previous messages about winter weather,
gun violence presents a more immediate sense of danger and must be addressed with a different set
of rhetorical approaches. This may be because an armed robbery is understood to be an active crisis
whereas winter weather is portrayed as passive, with limited responsive actions prescribed. With the
label “ISU Emergency Alert,” this crisis message directs the attention of the reader to high alert
since it is foregrounded by the statement of emergency in a way that the prior text message was not.
This signals that the event is time sensitive and a reader ought to take active measures to protect
themselves—rather than the more passive information gathering with hyperlinks to other sources of
information. To analyze the approaches implemented in this situation, I once again consider the
assumptions made on behalf of students, how the crisis is narrated, and what actions are prescribed
by these messages that leave students without a means of response.
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Figure 4. Armed Robbery Text Message
alt=“Armed robbery text message: ISU Emergency Alert: Armed robbery at Belview and School.
Remain alert, use caution. See www.ilstu.edu for more info.”

Figure 5. Armed Robbery Email Message
alt=“Armed robbery email message: ISU Emergency Alert: Armed robbery at Belview and School.
Remain alert, use caution. See www.ilstu.edu for more info.”
Primarily, assumptions in this message are made pertaining to how students mark and travel
through the space of the university. In the composition of these crisis messages, the university seeks
to clarify the space of danger by listing only the street names. Yet, as Elise Verzosa Hurley explains,
“space is produced by and productive of social relations, spatial practices are always cultural,
rhetorical, and necessarily political” (94). The ways that students understand space is not
standardized, and by listing only the street names, the crisis communicators responsible for this
message do not account for the divergent understandings of marking space. Verzosa Hurley
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continues that space should be reimagined as “an always open collection of multidimensional
trajectories and relations—rather than as a flat surface to be filled, or traversed and conquered” (945). Students’ knowledge and bodies produce different ways of understanding space, and in not
accounting for these deviations, a homogenized perspective of space is centered. In order to
interface with this alert responsibly, campus communicators assume that recipients have at least
some understanding of the area and how to stay safe during a situation like this. This is problematic
because it discounts students who might already be marginalized in their position in the university:
international students, those without access to a vehicle, and those who are newer to campus and are
thus less spatially oriented. Students who have the knowledges that align with the approaches of the
crisis alerts exist as the norm, while those with different kinds of knowledge deviate from this
standard.
Although the nature of this event may have elicited more caution since the resulting fear and
panic may be much greater than a weather-related crisis event, there remains a lack of specific
response strategies or a concrete course of action. In the short message, there were only three verbs
included: remain, use, and see. All of these verbs are imperative verbs, commanding action, yet they
lack much context on what kinds of concrete actions should be taken. In this way, the narrative
established in this message is that these are baseline responses that the readers ought to take a
certain kind of action. Yet, these verbs are general enough that they’re not prescriptive for students
to respond without knowledge of gun violence protocols. In this way, crisis communicators are
relying on expectations of prior knowledge without sending initial information like with the weather
email to make sure that students have a reference point about how to stay safe. One way to account
for these divergences is through taking a critical spatial perspective, which as Verzosa Hurley
explains can “acknowledge, negotiate, and reflect on the challenges of producing technical
documents for those whose geographic and sociopolitical realities might be different than my own”
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(107). Enacting this perspective resists the standardization of spatial information and embeds
different ways that students may understand their locational orientation to campus—perhaps
through the mention of landmarks or specific buildings—to better represent where the campus
disruption is taking place and how it can be understood. Providing other information—different
descriptions and potentially even an image or map of the affected area—could be effective for
communicating the location in a clearer way and accounting for the inexactitude of student
understanding of the geography around campus.
Rather than addressing these matters in advance, providing resources and best practices, the
narrative of this message maintains that this is information that students ought to already know.
However, as I attest in this example and others, when assumptions are made about students’
antecedent knowledge, there are normalizing pressures at work that make the message less usable for
some students than others. With these considerations in mind, it would behoove the university to
prescribe a more actionable response and indicate additional spatial indications of the areas that
should be avoided. Although preemptive education on how to stay safe in an armed robbery might
increase the perceived risk on campus, it would better prepare students for the chance that they’ll be
involved in this type of crisis. Perhaps through this type of precautionary education, university
administrators could solicit student usability feedback on how they make use of this information and
what further sort of knowledge they need to feel safe when terse text and email messages are sent in
moments of campus crisis. Usability testing is a method in which a user assesses systems or texts,
actively engaging and noting their process so that composers/designers can better revise and rework
their final products. This is a chance to see a text anew and consider some of the underlying
assumptions about user norms that impact composition. As Simmons and Zoetewey explain,
usability refers to “methods for improving ease-of-use during the design process,” including five
specific features: efficiency, learnability, memorability, error recovery, and satisfactions (266).
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Because students are already users of these texts, they’re already localized within the specific
university context, meaning that they could allow users to “address important issues in design,
information technology, communication, and usability that are perennial problems” (Agboka 29).
Through this method, students may receive more information on how to make an actionable
response rather than the current way that non-action is sustained.
In addition, by learning more through this method, the university could also work against the
ways that certain students are silenced by this message. As I mentioned above, the students who are
likely to misunderstand the message are students least integrated in the university: first-year, transfer,
commuter, first-generation, and international students. These are the same students who would be
less likely to know where to follow up for additional information, or whose perspective would not
be readily considered when the normalized assumptions about students and their baseline familiarity
with the area. Although these students might have concerns and questions, not knowing how to
voice them might mean that these concerns will remain unvoiced. These students are silenced
because in the message there is only one way of understanding space, and then as a result, travelling
through this space safely. Although there is a stronger sense of action here—gun violence is deemed
as something active in comparison to the passivity of a winter storm warning—some students may
be rendered as passive and silenced in their inability to find more information. Without even an
initial orienting message on how students should respond to this type of crisis—as seen in the winter
weather example above—the needs and questions of students during this type of dangerous
situation will not be heard.
Crisis Message Three: Sexual Violence on Campus
My final case example is an email reporting on a sexual assault sent early in the fall semester
via email (see figure 6). Unlike the other crisis situations accounted for in this sample, no
accompanying text message was sent for this situation. This email begins with a brief description of
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the event, followed by information on sexual assault on college campuses, and finally a list of crime
prevention tips. The content of the email message diverged from the other crisis situations in many
other respects, but through examining how the crisis is narrated, studying the assumptions made of
the audience, and searching for how responsive actions are prescribed, I hope to better understand
how this crisis message complicates the understanding of these texts as a type of compulsory
academic genre and how certain perspectives are silenced when these messages are shared.
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Figure 6. Sexual Assault Email Message

Pertaining to the content of this message, the information on the crisis is fairly brief while
the rest of the email is composed of links and safety tips. Under the first subheading of “Reported
Offense,” the message reads:
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On September 3rd, at approximately 11:30 PM, a male student is alleged to have sexually
assaulted a female student after persuading her to come to his room in Wilkins Hall. Prior to
the alleged assault, the students had only communicated via social media, but the suspect
remained persistent in his communications until the victim finally agreed to meet with him in
person.
The description of the event is cursory, but it does provide several contextual clues about how the
university is positioning the crime. For instance, by saying that the event is “alleged,” there’s a sense
of disbelief that is precedes the mention of the woman, a sentiment that extends to the final
sentence of this paragraph, which reads: “This case is an active investigation by the ISU Police
Department and no further information can be released at this time.” By stating that the students
communicated only via social media and stating that the victim was persuaded to join the male
student, the figurative blame is shifted from the university to the students themselves. Although the
assaulter is entirely to blame for the situation, the university is attempting to remove themselves
from the situation and removing complicity from the situational factors resulting from the fact that
the assault took place on campus by addressing it in this crisis communication.
Pertaining to the narration of the message, hedging language is used throughout the email:
stating that the abuser is “alleged” and that the offense is still reported to be under investigation.
Rather than addressing the event itself, this message seems to be precautionary. With nine
hypothetical verbs in the sexual assault message, the university is contextualizing this possibility of
sexual assault as conditional: “if” sexual assault were to happen here, “if” you are in this situation.
Whereas the other events are claiming direct agency of the subject, the possibility of sexual assault as
depicted in these messages is conditional. By studying the verbs in this way, we can better
understand how the audience is interpellated and subjected through the kinds of actions that are
indicated through the sample of crisis messages.
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All in all, this message is much longer than the other in my sample. The length of the
message may be explained by the time lag between the event and the email delivery: a span of over
17 hours. Despite the majority of the email being general and not in direct response to the
particulars of this event, there was no evident urgency in the drafting of this message. Unlike the
other situations—winter weather closure and gun violence—the delay in alerting campus of this
assault is not time sensitive, and thus not positioned as a campus-wide concern. Although sexual
assault and harassment are systemic and entirely too common events—something the email
acknowledges—this situation is marked as an individual cautionary tale.
Like the other messages in this sample, this message makes assumptions about students in
the way that they and their experiences are normalized. Beyond the first paragraph of this email, the
message distances the university’s situational blame in the event, angling to normalize the report,
writing that “[s]exual assault is a significant concern at college campuses across the country.” The
message continues by citing statistics for college campus sexual assault—20% of women and 6% of
men—in effect, normalizing this event as if it’s an inevitable part of the college experience. Rather
than continuing to address the event, a series of links follows: the university Daily Crime Log,
information on Title IX, and a plug for campus counseling services. Although each of these
resources is important, they are not presented with the context to be useful for a member of the
community who is less well-versed in the infrastructure of the university and what these offices
offer. In fact, since these links and resources are positioned toward the bottom of this lengthy email,
they might not be read at all, especially for someone who isn’t capable of reading this message at all
due to the flippant and terse manner that sexual assault is introduced at the start.
Moreover, the tips that follow address how to avoid being assaulted, with only one
exception: “Be respectful of yourself and others.” In sum, these tips are helpful suggestions for how
to stay safe and practice situational awareness, but they provide more instances of fear-inducement
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than they do actual suggestions. I will note that although it would be impossible to educate someone
on sexual assault prevention and the steps for recovery via email, this message is effective in that it
doesn’t focus entirely on the survivor in holding the entire control in stopping the crime. Perhaps
crisis events should serve as didactic moments for teaching (primarily) women how not to be
assaulted.
It does perplex me, however, that no accompanying text message was sent, as was the case in
both the weather and robbery events. Whether this was due to the length of this message, the
potentially triggering subject matter, or evolving policies on what type of events are sent out as text
message alerts, I am pleased that this information was presented in its totality, rather than sending
out a short text message without resources. In terms of information shared and links made available,
this message is successful, yet by stating that “It’s on all of us to stop sexual assault,” I find myself
frustrated by the way that the event itself is utilized as a chance for the university to pay lip service
to their commitment to keeping students safe.
At the center of this message and its composition I identify a fundamental misunderstanding
of trauma and how crisis fossilizes within an institution. When the possibility of sexual violence is
deemed as conditional and cautionary, the real experiences or victims and their reactions to
messages like this are ignored and future dialogue about sexual violence advocacy may be silenced.
As Lynn Worsham writes: “Trauma overwhelms existing schemes of knowledge and interpretation,
leaving the individual or community without the means to make the event intelligible, controllable,
and communicable” (173). In the formality of an email message, the trauma of the event is
positioned as something intelligible, actionable, and superficially exemplative for how not to become
a victim yourself. The effects of the framing is important because this affects the cultural
embeddedness of trauma; Susan Brison explains that cultural memories of trauma are shaped and
reshaped by how a survivor’s culture responds to the event (42). Crisis messages such as this one are
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a type of re-telling and conditioning for how we understand other future instances of sexual
violence. There’s little to no consideration how a message like this one might be triggering or how
students can make use of the resources when doing so is fraught and convoluted. Here, the active
work of the message is placed on potential victims of sexual assault—mostly women—on how to
avoid victimhood. Further, for survivors of sexual violence—reported and otherwise—the way that
this event is framed coalesces how future crisis events are reported to the university, and how the
survivor is made to feel about how their own story is retold as a warning for others.
Across the Corpus: Key Crisis Communication Considerations
Regardless of our attention to them, university crisis communications have material effects
on members of the campus community and our perceived safety as we travel through shared spaces.
In effect, these communications represent a commitment between university administrators and the
student body as an implicit contract for safety. As stakeholders of student safety and, especially, as
scholars focused on the impact of language, we need not let these effects go unnoticed and uncritiqued. In order to understand the effects of university crisis communication, we must inquire
into the ways in which the messages themselves are taken up with respect to the channels and
mediums, as well as the ways in which they invoke lived responses on behalf of the recipients. In the
below section, I discuss more of the overall revisionary suggestions for university crisis messaging,
how my analysis fits in alongside further crisis communication scholarship, and how my prior
considerations about compulsory academic genres vis-à-vis crisis messaging connects to the larger
implications of this project in interrogating silence and rhetorical listening.
Crisis Communication Revisionary Suggestions
In general, most of the messages in my sample lack the kind of specificity to give readers all
the details they need to stay safe. Although these messages must be written in the interest of
anonymity for affected populations, each situation would benefit from utilizing the longer length of
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email messages to establish the narrative of the event more clearly. However, these details ought to
be sparing and focused upon what students most need to know; since the narrative segments often
come first, they may lose the attention of the reader before they reach the more prescriptive advice
to readers. Rather than conceptualizing audience as unresponsive vectors of communication, these
messages should be composed with an active perception of potential response and consideration for
the roles that the audience could take after receiving this information.
Balancing the necessary context so that students know what type of areas to avoid and how
to take the next steps for their safety is important, especially when considering location-specific
crises. For instance, as we can see with the weather response email, the message indicates that the
residence halls will remain open, but the names of the specific buildings are not mentioned. For a
student who lives off campus but may need to take shelter, this message might not be as specific
enough to understand how to take safe action. By tailoring messages as more general, it might
provide a wider range of recipients the information they need because at times, inferences are
necessary to provide the baseline level of specific detail to students. Each of the messages from my
corpus does take advantage of links to direct students to additional information pertaining to the
crisis or for follow-up resources. Providing these sources is important to account for the generalized
information and to avoid these messages from becoming overly globalized. However, despite the
utility of providing these external links, crisis communicators must think how likely students would
click on and follow these links.
Despite the many benefits to utilizing text and email messages during moments of crisis
communication, there are some constraints regarding barriers to access and audience accessibility.
For college students who are linked to social media university accounts and other alerts on their
phones, there’s a risk of information overload given their processing on their cell phones. The focus
on mobile communication also presents serious implications for material access, but also broad
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implications about the literate practices of students. The technological emphasis could be alienating
and potentially dangerous for members of the community who do not have reliable mobile
technologies. I am not certain of the feasibility of a system where a dialogue in response to these
messages is made possible, and with a campus with tens of thousands of students like Illinois State
University, I imagine that there is not the capacity to field the type of conversation that might ensue.
The lack of dialogic potential is an institutional gap, one that is residual of the hegemonic realities of
the university evident when analyzing this and other compulsory academic genres. Finally, I echo
that crisis ought not serve as a “teachable moment” for the university for how their community can
stay safe. The resources necessary for students to stay safe should always be available, accessible in
opaque and navigable online spaces rather than embedded behind numerous digital breadcrumbs.
These resources are also important compulsory academic genres that must be responsive to student
needs, perhaps through more intensive training and outreach programs.
Expanding on these critiques, I challenge further analysis to begin with the following
question: How is the current system serving students? If the intent is to keep students safe, what is
at stake with the compulsory silence and its inherent role-making potential resulting from
compulsory academic genres? We—teacher-activists and scholars who believe that campuses can be
places that are as safe as possible—and others who participate in the composition of crisis messages
and their guiding protocols must consider these questions and consider how they’re complicated by
current research in crisis and technical communication.
Extending Crisis Communication Scholarship
With the analytical work from my sample in mind, I extend my ideas about university crisis
communication revision alongside existing crisis communication guidelines. Written as a handbook
for crisis communications, Risk and Crisis Communications: Methods and Messages by Pamela Walaski
provides genre-based suggestions for how communicators can improve the effectiveness of their
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messages. The first consideration, which seems to be implemented by ISU communicators, is
message frequency. Walaski warns that the fewer messages is preferable to ensure that recipients will
not be overwhelmed during a crisis (70). Despite this, I do think that follow-up messages to alert
recipients when a situation has been resolved is important to keep students appraised of their
situational safety. The next consideration Walaski offers is taking an audience comprehension
approach. This means considering the order of messages—taking into account that the first message
is often the one that carries the most effect and impression of truthfulness by the audience—and
keeping the writing at a 4th grade reading level or lower so that it is accessible (74). Finally, content
neutrality in this type of messaging is important, and as such, the user must resist direct attacks or
blame, idioms, jargon, and statistics (79). These are important genre conventions that, for the most
part, the ISU crisis communicators are successful in presenting. However, many handbooks such as
Walaksi’s fall short in their study of crisis communications because they linger in notions of genre
rather than thinking about the rhetorical effects these genres produce. A crisis message could be
meeting all of these genre conventions but remain ineffective or harmful for students if a
communicator doesn’t consider more embodied implications of the effects of these messages.
As crisis communicators narrate the events of crisis to the community, they do so with
brevity composed within the interests of the university. These messages are always encased within
genre expectations for these messages, with medium-related constraints, and a uniform expectation
of the recipient and how they’ll interact with the text. Although crisis communication messages are
more easily distributed through digital delivery methods and increasingly networked students, they
risk the potential for becoming increasingly unembodied due to the digital mediums. Returning to
Erin Frost’s scholarship on crisis communication and embodiment, Frost explains that “technical
documents too often construct bodies and critiquing the common assumption of an objective or
default body (usually meaning a white, straight, able, male body)” (25). Through my analysis, this
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assertion has proved relevant to my sample at Illinois State University. With respect to the how these
messages and the crisis affects students’ bodies, given the intersection of student identity of
campus—in their occupation of the institutional space to attend classes, study, and potentially live
on campus—the persuasive and normalizing effects of these messages bolster particularly strong
effects. Composing these messages is especially tricky because of the time-sensitive nature, the
public safety perceptions, and the divergent needs and understandings of students who will receive
the crisis alerts. In an instant, a message could be delivered to thousands of students, faculty, and
staff, but through studying Sandman’s risk equation and Frost’s call for embodied understandings of
risk, we can understand that a single message will evoke thousands of individual responses and
reactions.
Final Considerations: Rhetorical Listening and Activist Potentials
From my personal story shared at the start of this chapter, I can attest that learning of
violence on the community bike trail continues to affect how I engage in the geography of my
everyday life. Although this situation isn’t always an active consideration, on a daily basis, longremembered experiences like this one have the potential to alter the details of my own story: It
changes how I choose to walk home, my choice to carry pepper spray with me when I spend time
on the trail, and also my general perceptions of safety. This sense of safety impacts how I move
through the world—the kinds of clothing I feel safe wearing, my willingness to engage with others I
pass by on bike, and the likelihood that I enter the trail alone. My story of safety is not independent
from the institution, and to better understand the storied potential of these genres, the rhetorical
listening that takes place must account for these stories that are shaped by these genres.
Rhetorical listening to crisis messages calls for an active stance of interpretive invention in
which a rhetorician considers all the ways that positionality, privilege, and embodiment account for
the response—or lack thereof—resulting from crisis messages (Ratcliffe). Although the recipient of
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a crisis message is made passive in the inability to respond, the stories of how someone uses the
information remain situated and active. Rhetorical listening must beget tangible action and
revisionary practices on behalf of the university. The stories of how crisis messages are understood
are often composed by the university themselves, and they render certain subjects as passive in order
to make these messages digestible. There’s the fictionalization of students—their knowledge, fear,
and attention to genres—and this can be dangerous. It would behoove the university to continually
update their crisis policy, potentially considering some of the recommendations offered here, while
also building a coalition of students who can provide usability feedback on the effectiveness of these
messages (Agboka; Simmons and Zoetewey).
My final consideration represents what I consider to be the most impactful potential revision
that the field of rhetoric and writing could offer to campus crisis communicators, as a type of
compulsory academic genre. Since these texts are in direct conversation with users, their revision
must consider the embodied realities of intended audiences, focusing upon factors like material
access, critical spatial awareness, and students’ history of trauma and crisis. This can be
accomplished through completing rhetorical analysis, as well as directly interacting with members of
the community through usability testing and other primary research methods (such as interviews and
ethnographic thick description, as I complete for this project). Because rhetoric and writing
researchers may have skills in understanding community literacy, digital trajectories, and research
instrumentation, by using these tools in tandem with institutional communicators, the messages
themselves will surely be strengthened as a result. Overall, in listening to students and their
experience of crisis messages, researchers are tactically enacting rhetorical listening and repositioning students from silent subjects to active rhetorical agents who can remain critical of the
potentially normative assumptions of institutions. Starting conversations about crisis communication
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and allowing students to question the technical frame provides the potential for revisionary aims and
more responsive compulsory academic genres.
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INTERLUDE IV: RECLAIMING POWER: SUBVERSION, RELATIONALITY, AND
NETWORKS
Through the nature of many of the genres I study in this project, the potential for action and
response is limited, which makes identifying the ways of reclaiming power in these generic
exchanges tricky. At times, this feels inevitable and unchangeable, but I am heartened by the
suggestions that my collaborators offered for change-making aside from the important rhetorical
work of analysis and critique that I completed in the previous chapter. Specifically, my collaborators
shared suggestions for how the university could better solicit student feedback on compulsory
academic genres, the importance of bolstering social support on campus, how social media can serve
as a space for learning and clarity, and avenues for finding existing measures of support at the
university.
Strategies for Speaking Back
Despite the experience of trauma from training modules, my international colleague who
shared their story of Title IX training spoke of their experience of complaint in response to their
experience. Following the training modules, they reached out to the email address listed and
followed up, explaining that the depiction of traumatized victims in the videos was upsetting given
their prior sexual trauma. They explain: “Had I not sent them an email, I don’t think they would
have understood that people have problems.” Whether or not these complaints will have direct
effect, establishing a dialogue that these types of trainings invite potential emotional consequence
means that the embodied realities of students would be considered, at least briefly, in the review of
the email.
In addition to critical reflection, this collaborator also provided some tangible suggestions
for change in their email, as well as in their conversation with me. First, they suggested the
possibility of providing a list of required trainings and a brief overview of what information would
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be covered at annual orientations. Doing so may serve to prime students about the basics of what to
expect so that they wouldn’t need to weather the cognitive and emotional overwhelm that may result
from both the content and the video depictions of students who had suffered sexual violence, as was
the case with my collaborator. To accomplish this, they suggest the following: “Having a quick 30minute session on this stuff: what Title IX is, what can be done, the characteristics of a toxic
relationship, showing someone speaking to us there rather than showing us someone crying. That
might also be a thing, just having a person talking and you take down notes.” Another option that
they propose, which may be less feasible, is providing multiple versions of training for students who
choose to “opt out” of the potentially triggering modules (“Not as many examples of people
sobbing. You don’t need to talk about the specifics of the story.”) that my collaborator described.
Despite issues of feasibility here, my collaborator and I agree that this kind of accommodation is
certainly worth doing, especially when student mental health is impacted by the single-stream
modules described above.
Social Support and Relationality
Although proposing institutional change and expressing complaint is one method for coping
with the effects of compulsory academic genres, leaning into existing social support on campus is
another option discussed during my ethnographic interviews. Like my pregnant collaborator
mentioned previously, seeking a trusted mentor who could share institutional knowledge and carry
the emotional burden is important. In our conversation, they highlighted the importance of the
ethics of care and relationality: “Relationships with my mentors and other graduate students helped
me get through it. I needed to process with people, with people who got it. That was a coping
mechanism for me.” However, they address that this work is not equal and instead oftentimes falls
on the shoulders of women of color and women-identifying faculty and staff.
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Although leaning into relationships and navigating community support is imperative,
another collaborator attested that this doesn’t always need to occur between formal hierarchical
mentors, such as faculty advisors at the university, but social support is also important within a peerto-peer network. While this graduate student’s advisor was on sabbatical and they felt that they
didn’t have much so-called “adult support” on campus, they reached out to successful graduate
students and asked them for specific advice on their career. What they called the “back door
method” looked like this: “It was a lot of asking questions at informal gatherings, I would say:
‘Before we get social, what steps do I need to do here?’” This was helpful for navigating
requirements of the department, but also broader types of compulsory academic genres that affect
the campus as a whole.
Social Media Networking
However, the ability to navigate department politics and form social relationships is also
difficult, with particular obstacles during the COVID-19 pandemic. Reflective of this, several
collaborators mentioned their online social networks as important places for understanding
compulsory academic genres during our conversations. While one collaborator said they often
discuss crisis messages and university updates between classes and while working on campus, the
displacement from campus in 2020 meant that this communication lifeline was severed. In light of
this, they “turned to social media quite a lot to look at the comment section about the latest
announcements to make sense of it. It’s difficult because when I’m not going to class and I’m not
seeing all my peers.” Specifically, they explained that checking the responses to crisis updates and
COVID-19 protocols that are posted on Facebook prove helpful because of the comments posted
in response. This way, they are able to see if questions they have are answered, but also get a sense
of the reception and response from other members of the campus community.
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Beyond formal social media channels from the university, another collaborator mentioned
some of the de-facto communities and dialogue happening in unofficial social media spaces. The
same collaborator who described their peer-to-peer debriefing at social events directed me to some
of these specific spaces, stating that: “I think a peer-to-peer network is important, and sites like
Reddit are important to be able to share this information. I also think that navigating academic
Twitter is also important so I can ask the right questions.” During our interview, this collaborator
specifically directed me to the Illinois State University Reddit page: a space where students can
discuss their questions and share institutional knowledge from the university hive mind. As we
screen shared this page together on Zoom, we noted the following: a list of things to bring with you
if you needed to quarantine on campus following COVID-19 exposure, questions about freshman
orientation, and discussion of mass emails. For students who don’t have social support on campus, a
social network like this could be invaluable for starting university life.
Existing Campus Resources
A final suggestion for pathways of support came from a student with a background in
academic affairs who suggested that students look for networks and student groups that already exist
on campus. Specifically, they indicate, Illinois State University has a student group from students
with disability called Disability Student Network, which they indicate to be a rarity. What makes
groups like this one important, they explain, is “[f]inding a space to organize and find like individuals
and talk about the problems, then it isn’t the individual need, but instead large-scale needs. [. . . ] We
are finding real power in a collective voice.” Although this group may be helpful in providing
institutional resources and support for students, my collaborator explained that the difficulty may be
making groups like this one more widely known on campus: “With Disability Student Network, the
messaging is probably to people who medically know they’re disabled and the university also knows.
What if it is someone who tangentially has an experience with disability and wants to be involved in
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this? Even at an organization fair, you have to think about the resources that are where students can
see them.” Indeed, before this conversation, I was not familiar with this organization, which could
be invaluable to share with students. Students who may feel marginalized on campus are most in
need of the connections from a group like this one.
In the next chapter, I consider the important work that is completed in the classroom and
how giving students the space and encouragement to be critical of institutional texts is one
possibility for change as well. However, considering the pathways that extend beyond the classroom
helps me to re-dimension the rhetorical resources that my students already have access to and may
help to mold some of the imperatives of course design.
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CHAPTER IV: CONTEMPLATIVE PEDAGOGY AND CRISIS: BLENDING EMBODIED
INSTITUTIONAL KNOWLEDGES IN THE TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION
CLASSROOM
Following the teacher-activist aims of this project, I now present a case study regarding the
reciprocal relationship between my teaching and scholarship. In the pages that follow, I will identify
how some of the foundational ideas from this dissertation shape and are shaped by my pedagogical
experiences. This pedagogical chapter will build on the work defining compulsory academic genres
in Chapter I, extend the methodological framework presented in Chapter II, and center upon the
same crisis messages analyzed in Chapter III. The research for this chapter took place in Fall 2019 in
my ENG 249: Technical and Professional Writing I class, where I completed an IRB-approved
study of my course design and classroom practices. My study focuses upon my crisis communication
unit, where students studied organizational crisis after we discussed the institutional crisis
communication sent on our campus as a case example.
Before I present my pedagogical findings and discussion, I begin this chapter by providing
some context on my orientation to teaching technical writing. After this, I review the literature that
informed my course design and classroom practices, specifically centered on contemplative
pedagogy and embodied rhetorics. Next, I describe and discuss an in-class activity where my
students completed interviews and discussed their responses pertaining to compulsory academic
genre critique. Once I discuss the pedagogical data, I expand upon how my analyses align with my
commitments to an intersectional feminist methodology and bring attention to associated concepts
including rhetorical listening and silence. I conclude by addressing some limitations and pathways
forward to making my class increasingly aligned with my stated intersectional feminist aims. In each
of these sections, I offer contemplation as a method to meet the central goal of my course: learning
how we write when things do not go as planned.
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Orientations to Crisis: Contexts in Technical and Professional Writing
Foundational to my pedagogical exigencies in teaching technical writing are my own
experiences working in the industry as a technical writer. Specifically, my attention to and experience
with crisis-related writing originated in the two years I spent as a technical writer before I began
teaching and learning at Illinois State University. While working as a Communications Specialist at
an environmental safety non-profit, my content was contingent upon the crisis of the day. For
instance, when the cases of electric shock drownings spiked in the Ozarks, our fingers were hot on
the keys to produce news releases on how our consumers could stay safe while boating. When we
experienced an unseasonably early snow, we dusted off old articles about downed power lines,
sharing content to social media and direct messages to our members across the country. Although
much of the day-to-day work was scheduled and moderated, these moments of urgency are what I
remember most. In fact, the tasks that challenged me as a writer were the days when I had an
unexpected request, where I had to learn something new, and I had to learn it as quickly as possible.
Before beginning my work in this capacity, I had little real-world experience with technical
writing outside of the classroom. Although the on-the-job training prepared me for most of the
tasks at hand, the flexibility I needed during moments of crisis left me feeling unnerved and
unprepared. What my prior writing classes had not prepared me for was the inevitability of crisis,
and how I could respond to urgency in a way that was both contemplative and pragmatic. Given my
own lack of professional preparation, I realized that in my writing classes, most assignments
anticipate a world of ideals. I understand that there is a certain measure of stability needed for
students to practice the skills necessary to master new technical genres; however, from my own
experience, I cannot help but wonder how valuable these skills may be if we only ask students to
compose in a vacuum.
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Despite my training as a technical writer and my careful reading and preparing, while
developing my course plan before the semester began, I found myself filled with questions and
doubts that I could convince the students to think about technical writing and rhetoric in the ways
that would help prepare them for infinitely complex writing situations. Underlying this anxiety was
the knowledge that this was a high-stakes opportunity to teach a class that was not only related to
my research interests, but one that I knew I would write about in my then-far-off dissertation. I
asked myself: What if there was no buy-in that technical writing is related to power and rhetorical
complexity? What if I tried my best to explain why studying compulsory academic genres and crisis
communication matter and found myself met with resistance and disinterest? How might students’
potential rejection of this work dissuade my own research agenda?
When taking a technical writing class as a graduate student a year prior to teaching my own
class, my professor referenced the stereotype of the prototypical technical communicator: a white
guy in a tweed jacket working alone at a cubicle writing a manual. I was acutely aware I was not those
things and also fairly expectant that this description would likely be fairly apt for students in my own
class, who generally came from the male-dominated technology departments at my predominantly
white institution. Perhaps these students would not be critical of institutions or the communication
that circulated within because these spaces were made for people like them, with rules that were
shaped expectantly in their image. I worried that I—and the course plan I developed—would be a
disappointment, that these students would rather I teach them formulas and provide templates for
how to write well.
As a teacher, I’m generally over-prepared, crisply formal, and polysyllabic whenever possible.
I throw buzzwords like confetti and would prefer if we stick to the itinerary. I do these things in
spite of/to spite the ways that I anticipate students perceive me: young, girlish, shrill. The thought of
going into a male-dominated classroom, with students from technology-focused disciplines armed
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with skills I did not possess filled me with fear. My interest in crisis communication, in particular,
seemed reflective of my own vulnerability and weakness: my need to study the things that seemed
most precarious. I was left with another question: How could I bolster my own self-consciousness,
my body-awareness, and my fear in ways that could be productive rather than distracting from the
goals of the course?
With this question at the forefront of my mind, to provide the pre-professional training for
my students that I did not experience, I understood that a sociocultural approach to teaching writing
would be central to my course methodology. In effect, this approach shifts students’ attention away
from thinking about one-dimensional writing platitudes such as “tone” or “audience” toward
another goal: that students can more fully conceptualize that writing is difficult, rhetorical situations
are complicated, and audiences are embodied and divergent. Even in service-oriented courses, the
expectations of technical and professional writing are ever-changing and largely contingent on
industries that we, as instructors, might have little experience with ourselves. Certainly, I
acknowledge that modelling the kind of urgency needed for responsive on-the-job preparation is
difficult—if not impossible in the tidy and regulated context of an academic semester—but I do
argue that considerations of crisis and disorder are necessary to ensure students are prepared for the
dynamics of technical communication beyond the walls of the classroom.
With these recollections and reflections in check, my course plan was informed by my
professional experiences of writing in response to crisis and my antecedent pedagogical focus on
providing my composition students with a sociocultural approach to writing. When developing my
first technical communication course, I framed the entirety of our class around the following
question: “What happens when things don’t go as planned?” I introduced this question on the first
day of the course and continually referenced it throughout the semester. By acknowledging the
inevitability of crisis in affecting technical writing and situating a contextualized industry-based
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approach, I explored—and continue to explore in my ongoing teaching—some potential techniques
for introducing a contemplative approach for students to better conceptualize the flexibility
necessary to meet the realities of technical communication outside of the classroom. In the next
section, I provide a snapshot of how my students responded to the initial activities of the class and
then engage with some of the scholarship central to the development of my course plan and guiding
pedagogical philosophy in my crisis communication unit.
Foundational Theories in ENG 249
The data and experiences captured for this chapter are from my first attempt teaching ENG
249: Technical and Professional Writing I in Fall 2019. This is a service-oriented course, open to all
majors, but heavily populated by upper-division students majoring in technology-related areas. These
students were primarily white and male, with fourteen of the sixteen enrolled in a technology-related
degree program. Demographically, thirteen of the students were men, fifteen identified as white, and
all but one was a native English speaker. On the first day of class, I laughed and told the students
that in the roster photos they looked mean and serious, yet after I let out a chuckle at their expense,
I felt most of the students relax and nerves abate. The class community was among the most
receptive and respectful that I have had the pleasure of teaching, and I’m glad for the opportunity to
spend more time with their ideas and words as I write this chapter.
Before the students were able to think and write critically with attention to crisis, though, we
first began our discussion on defining technical communication as a field and the scope of what
genres we would consider as technical documents. In order to do this, I first acknowledged that
writing situations will always be as messy and complex as the audiences that we’re intending to reach
with our texts. Rather than lingering in abstractions, right from the start of the semester, I intended
to find ways that students could place themselves within the role of the technical communicator and
see how they were already shaped by the type of texts we would study in the course. From the first
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week of the semester, the students and I collaborated on listing every type of technical genre we
could think of together. We listed some of the genres that we’d be studying in class (such as manuals
and instructions) and texts that they encountered every day (including weather reports and religious
documents), but also discipline-specific documents that I was not familiar with (complete with
acronyms such as SOPs—Standard Operating Procedures [SOP] and Graphical User Interfaces
[GUI]). By understanding that technical genres were already present and impacting their personal
and professional lives, my students were able to understand that the literacies necessary to write and
engage with technical documents required more than just the basic skills of reading and writing.
Through taking a multiliterate approach—which I will define in more detail below—and
working against student presuppositions that technical documents are value-free and objective
genres, the students were able to understand more about the complex literacies necessary to
undertake the challenges and discussions of my ENG 249 class. By embracing this messy and highly
subjective nature of the rhetorical situations surrounding technical communication, my students
were primed to consider the latent possibilities of disorder and precarity in any rhetorical situation,
understanding that to meet the demands of the unpredictable, they would need to develop flexible
and analytical approaches.
By centering rhetoric, I hoped that my students would be better prepared to understand how
texts can prompt and make possible certain types of action. To meet these goals, I adopted Angela
M. Haas’s definition of “rhetoric” for the technical communication classroom in her article entitled
“Race, Rhetoric, and Technology: A Case Study of Decolonial Technical Communication Theory,
Methodology, and Pedagogy”: “rhetoric as the negotiation of cultural information—and its
historical, social, economic, and political influences—to affect social action (persuade) [ . . . ]
Rhetoric is a techne´, or art of knowing—a revealing, an opening up” (287). In teaching my students
that rhetoric is multi-faceted and complex, at first many of my students seemed baffled—“why are
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you giving us so many definitions for the same word?”—but through grappling with the slippage
between terms and the nuance that each of these different definitions brought to their
understanding, we were able to resist the tendency to conflate technical writing with simplicity and
pragmatism.
Further, Haas reminds us that the rhetoric of our classroom shapes and is shaped by the
classroom community and the different orientation and commitments that intersect, thus inviting
the kind of multi-definitional nuance I introduced to my students at the start of the semester (282).
Through implementing some rhetorical theory and concepts in class lectures, I hoped that my
students were able to thoughtfully begin to problematize what they knew about writing and
familiarize themselves with some of the shared language to enter into conversations about rhetorical
analysis. Although this was not a class in rhetorical theory, and likely the first and last exposure that
many of these students would have to these ideas, because everyone was cognizant of ideas like
kairos, terministic screen, and rhetorical trajectory, as a class community we were able to discuss
texts with a shared vocabulary.
This approach to technical communication exemplified in my introductory snapshot decenters pragmatic right and wrong from the writing process and instead invites the importance of
rhetorical analysis to consider the unique factors of each communicative situation. This rhetorical
orientation to the teaching of technical writing is not new, in fact, and can be traced back to the
foundational ideas of Carolyn Miller, who dismissed the positivist assumptions of technical
communication. Miller argued that the teaching of technical communication should never be tied to
a formulaic and skills-based approach to writing. Instead, in her foundational 1976 article entitled “A
Humanistic Rationale for Technical Writing,” Miller challenged teachers of technical writing to lean
into the “confusing and untrustworthy imperfections of words and minds” and encouraged students
to reject arhetorical ways of writing technical texts (610).
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In order to prepare my students to engage with these ideas in relation to crisis
communication, I adopted what Kelli Cargile Cook terms a “layered literacies” approach. A layered
literacy approach recognizes the complexity of both the technical communication classroom and the
rhetorical situations that extend beyond, necessitating that my students possess “a variety of
literacies that encompass the multiple ways people use language in producing information, solving
problems, and critiquing practice” (Cook 6). Competencies necessary for rhetorical literacy
include—according to Cook—an understanding of audience impacts, development of critical
analytical skills to respond to genre and audience expectations, and awareness of one’s own
ideologies (10). Given the context of this class as focusing upon compulsory academic genres and
institutional critique, rhetorical literacies are essential to understanding the influence of technical
genres in shaping situations when things do not go as planned. Specifically, by developing a
rhetorical literacy, students will be able to understand how technical documents such as crisis
communication shape and are shaped by the situations, audiences, and physical locations
surrounding each message.
In order to develop these flexible approaches, I understood that my students needed to
understand that even/especially with technical genres, language always reflects and constructs
material and social realities. As I mentioned in my discussion of crisis communication in Chapter III,
technical documents incite the potential to disenfranchise certain types of audiences despite the
presupposition by many consumers that technical documents are value-free and neutral. Because of
this, as Miriam F. Williams and Octavio Pimentel argue, many scholars—both inside and outside the
field of technical communication—may not consider the ideological imperatives of the field with
consideration to factors such as race and ethnicity due to the associations between technical texts
and false notions of objectivity. To meet future writing challenges with fluidity and flexibility,
students must know that ideological objectivity is impossible, and to prepare students to engage with
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and produce technical texts, they must understand this type of writing as a powerful cultural artifact
(Salvo; Wills; Nadel). Yet, technical communication texts are not often positioned as viable
sociocultural artifacts in the way that literature or other more traditionally scholarly media often are
understood. As an exemplar, a manual is a standard technical communication document that
necessitates a variety of genre and authorial choices, yet it is not often considered with as much
nuance as something like a personal essay. For this reason, I presented technical documents as
ideological genres at the start of the semester so that students could begin analyzing and producing
writing in this more humanistic way.
Defining Contemplative Pedagogy and Embodied Rhetorics
Before I ever met my technical communication students in Fall 2019, I encountered the
work of Christy Wenger and her discussion of an orientation to feminist teaching called
contemplative pedagogy. This is a pedagogical framework that centers the body as an important
locus of meaning in the writing classroom, a theory that I returned to as I developed course
materials throughout the semester. Specifically, Wenger writes that contemplative pedagogies “not
only self-consciously take up the body, but they also direct focus to mindfulness, an embodied
intervention that creates a rich source of practice and theory” for the college writing classroom (9).
Wenger echoes my self-consciousness about her embodiment and the concern over objectification
in the classroom, writing that:
Historically, women have not been able to elide their embodiment because patriarchal
systems have simply reduced them to their bodies, allowing men to be associated with the
transcendent mind. Because patriarchal power often rests on the ability to cast women solely
as body objects, academic feminism has been wary to claim the reality of the physical body
lest it naturalize that body once more. (13)
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Reading about the historized and patriarchal systems in this way, I realized that in a class where we
are thinking about messages that mitigate crisis, texts that make assumptions about bodies and
safety, I could not erase my own physicality. Rather than eliding my body and the complex selfconsciousness that comes along with it, I needed to embrace the (potential) constraint of how I
present and my own materiality. Kristin L. Arola writes that a feminist pedagogy requires a teacher
to turn inward, acknowledge that “subjectivities matter, and thus educators should work to [. . .] help
individuals represent themselves and their experiences” (68). In extension of this idea, contemplative
pedagogy is a means to put in practice my feminist rhetorical commitments to attend to ideas of
power, privilege, and positionality; work against power differentials reproduced in texts; and
consider how identity factors complicate experience of compulsory academic genres in our
classroom discussions (Harding; Glenn; Schell; Walton et al.; Jones et al.; Ratcliffe).
Although contemplative pedagogies are not new, this kind of theorization has not yet been
integrated with technical communication classrooms or utilized to prepare students to write in
response to crisis. Despite this gap, as I will exemplify in my discussion below, contemplative
approaches can be utilized as an important framework to build upon existing work on embodiment
in technical communication scholarship. Put simply, as Kathryn Yankura Swacha asserts: “Technical
communication is an embodied practice” (261).8 Despite this, as Cecilia Shelton argues, as a result of
the disciplinary epistemology of many STEM disciplines, students may enter the technical
communication classroom with the belief that differences among bodies “should either be
neutralized or commodified” (18). For this reason, Swacha argues that teachers of technical
communication must develop an “embodied literacy” that impresses upon students the importance

For more on embodied rhetorics, see Chapter I, including Marguerite Helmers, Kristie S. Fleckenstein, Abby
Knoblauch, and Will Banks.
8
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of understanding that “bodies and embodied experiences affect and are affected by how users
interact with technologies and texts in varied physical, material ways” (261). Given the tendency of
technical texts to be technologically mediated and serve pragmatic or procedural aims,
problematizing the mind-body distinction is all the more important. Christina Haas and Stephen P.
White write that “[s]tudies of writers’ embodied knowledge and representational processes can link
studies of material and cultural conditions to the real-time processes and practices of individual
writers and groups of writers” (446). Without consideration of factors of embodiment, the potential
for representing difference within the classroom is erased, and the invisible forces of hegemony
shape texts and re-inscribe power inequities (Walton et al.). These texts will then tend to assume a
standard, ideal user that leads to “[i]ndividuals who deviate from that ideal are typically read as
undesirable and expected to adapt to the expectations set for them by such discourses” despite the
fact that few users will inevitably meet these ideals (Swacha 262). Given the precedent that crisis
communication messages are unembodied—not considering the bodies of students and their
orientation and access—as explained in my previous chapter, I center upon embodied literacy to
meet the goals of a contemplative pedagogical approach.
Returning to contemplative pedagogy as an enaction of embodied and feminist theories of
teaching writing, Wenger explains that when an instructor commits to a contemplative pedagogy,
they must “cultivate an understanding of embodiment as more than simply a conceptual framework
(even if it may be, in part, this too) but also as a lived, fleshy reality” (13). As students in my
technical writing classes consider the role of crisis messages as a type of technical communication,
through a contemplative approach, they must become aware of the importance of audience
embodiment in understanding the text. The bodies that the recipients of the crisis messages impact
the understanding of these texts—considering intersectional considerations I pose in the following
chapter such as race, ethnicity, gender, geographic embeddedness, institutional knowledges, and
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more. This means contemplating the situation, context, and angles of crisis, but also considering the
potential for divergent understanding and response. Put simply, if I did not address the complexity
of crisis communication and what it means to be an active social actor, I am not modeling the kind
of rhetorical transparency I ask of my students. I have a body that leads me to sometimes feel afraid
and unsafe, complete with a pulse that quickens with uncertainty, and sometimes, in moments of
crisis, a self-consciousness that wishes that I was able to take up more space or, rather, take up space
in different ways. My students certainly have these reactions and others, and they all contribute to
ways of understanding technical texts and their meanings. These embodied reactions—my fear and
my interest; my students’ myriad responses—support, rather than distract from, the importance of
taking an intersectional feminist rhetorical approach to studying and writing technical
communication.
Through the contemplative modeling I provide for my students, I hope they are able to
attest to Will Banks’s assertion that “[e]mbodied writing comes from embodied thinking” (25). In
the analytical section below, I will discuss how the first unit project of the semester prompted
students to bring a contemplative and individualized perspective into their analysis. In this unit
project, my students and I studied university emergency alerts for our in-class discussion—utilizing
many of the examples that I introduce in Chapter III. As I discuss in this previous chapter, all
students at Illinois State University, regardless of their experience outside of the university, receive
emergency alerts through a variety of mediums, including text message alerts, email updates,
messages on all public technological devices, and through social media channels. Beyond these
messages being merely a type of communication that we could all identify, from their experiences as
members of the university community that is affected by these messages, I anticipated that my
students would be able to contemplate the implications and effects of these technical documents.
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Both Subject and Researcher: A Contemplative Pedagogical Approach
Throughout the course, my technical writing students remarked that the class differed from
their expectations. Specifically, I overheard students mention that although we studied the types of
texts they expected, the approach was quite different than they anticipated. I theorize that my
pedagogical approach differed from student expectation in the ways that I held space for their
stories, their reactions, and their divergences. Contemplative work is not empirical, it does not
standardize, and it will never provide a unified equation for successful writing. Instead, it muddles
and creates stories about the change-making potential of these texts, reminding students that writing
is never neutral. What contemplative pedagogies in the technical communication classroom do make
possible, however, is modelling the complexity that springs from the unique positionality of students
and how they can use this knowledge productively as they consider technical texts. Below I will
document a unit project and in-class activity that prompted students to utilize contemplative
methods in our technical communication classroom.
As we began the semester, each of my students brought a distinct history and orientation to
technical documents. This means that we all congregated in the class with different antecedent
experiences producing and examining texts, as well as different subject positions in experiencing
their effects. For instance, since many of these students hail from technical-focused disciplines,
some students may enter the classroom with the negative associations and experiences from prior
English courses. For this reason, asking students to begin the semester with genres that they already
have direct experience with, texts that they have localized knowledge about can help build
confidence and self-efficacy throughout the semester. The first unit project that we completed firmly
established the connections between technical writing and the campus community by asking
students to examine documents that are in place to keep our community safe. This project required
students to examine the rhetorical situation of crisis at an institution or organization where they
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might like to work and produce an informal research report on how professionals in their sectors
respond to crisis (see Appendix A).
Since students were prompted to use primary methods for their unit projects, we began to
discuss the links between the concepts of expediency and contemplation, grounding our analysis in a
familiar set of texts: campus emergency alerts.9 As members of the campus community, we all
encounter, produce, and ignore technical communication documents each day, but in moments of
disorder, a rhetorical and embodied literacy approach to these texts is more important than ever. If I
can instill in my students an awareness of the inevitable lived impact of technical texts and the heavy
assumptions of audience that imbue these documents, they will be able to be more responsible and
rhetorically savvy communicators and consumers. Since students already had the understanding that
their interactions with texts are individual, I shared a series of guided questions, listed below, to help
elicit some of this antecedent knowledge at the start of this unit. It was my hope that through having
time to consider the questions privately, talk individually with peers who may have different
perspectives, and then discuss as a class, students would be able to consider their prior institutional
knowledge about crisis messages, and through this awareness, begin to be more contemplative.
The questions that I asked students to consider were as follows:
1.

What are your experiences with how the university communicates in moments of crisis?

Think about email alerts, text messages, or other posts that respond to adverse events in the
university.
2.

If you haven’t thought much about these genres, what are other reactions that you

could expect from other students who might have different experiences in the university
than you do?

Specifically, students were given the options of performing a rhetorical analysis of a professional crisis communication
policy, completing an interview with someone who can speak to you about organizational crisis communications, or
examining a social media crisis response and form conclusions about this strategy.
9
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3.

After you receive an alert, what action is provoked? For instance, where do you look for

more information and how have you responded in the past?
4.

Given your knowledge of technical communications so far this semester, what might be

some suggestions to the texts that would make them more functional and inclusive?
In order to answer these questions, students first completed a freewrite assignment to document
their ideas, which they submitted to me. After this, students completed in-class interviews, where
they discussed their responses with peers in class. I instructed students to go through the
aforementioned list of questions in order and one at a time rather than discussing them in tandem as
they might for a typical in-class discussion. This way, students were able to practice intentional
listening to one another rather than a more casual exchange of ideas; not only did this help them
hear the perspective of someone else, but it was a model of the generative, contemplative work of
interviews, a method they could utilize for the reports. Each of the questions above prompted
students to use their insider knowledge to fuel their critique, and in effect, their prior knowledge was
validated. After this, students shared their ideas with the whole class, and we completed a discussion
of each question all together.
For the purpose of my analysis, I reviewed a transcript of my students’ freewrite responses
and also took notes on the classroom discussion, which I referenced alongside field notes I took
each day after class. Below, I will present some of the main themes from the freewrite and discuss
how these ideas came together in the class discussion that follows. Through this textual engagement,
I hope to demonstrate that contemplative methods are not only transformative within the classroom
community, but also that this kind of critical engagement is integral to preparing students to begin
writing as professionals and consider the messy, unexpected nature of technical communication.
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Genres Evoke Divergent Understandings
When I read over student responses following our discussion, I noticed that students
demonstrated consistent attention to the particulars of genre, many writing about how these
considerations changed their perception of the message itself. In these responses, students
recognized the limitations of how they and their peers actually engage with and understand specific
crisis genres—such as limited character count for text messages and students’ unlikelihood to see
email messages in a timely manner. One student explained that “[a] combination of text and email is
pretty inclusive in the modern age. For those who do not have access to these, it becomes quite a
feat to reach.” Yet, beyond some claims of comprehensiveness, other students mentioned further
ways that they sought out verifying information about campus crisis beyond the universitysanctioned communications. As one student wrote: “Usually when I get one of those Crime
Advisory Reports, I will google [sic] the event to see if anything detrimental came out of it, such as if
they were still looking for a suspect or anything of that nature.” Several students explained how they
shared safety messages with their own social networks. Although many of ISU’s social media pages
do share responsive crisis messages, few of the students seemed familiar with this channel. Instead,
students were likely to check in with their friends and share alerts directly to their own social media
pages in the event of a crisis. One student wrote: “After I receive an alert I usually go forward to
repost the alert on my social medias, because I do know there are many students who probably
won’t check their email as often especially on weekends.” In this same vein, another student
indicated that they “think most people usually find out about these crises through their peers and
not through emails or school postings.”
Through moments in the discussion like this one, I expect that my students realized that
genres evoke divergent responses, and in many cases, that response is tied to embodiment. Through
students’ individual conversations and group discussions, several seemed to acknowledge that even
119

if they regard the messages as overly precautionary and disruptive, there was the potential that these
alerts remain important for someone else. For instance, one non-traditional student had a son who
lived on campus. He shared with the class that when a crisis occurs on campus, he and his wife seek
out both official and unofficial sources of information to ensure their son’s safety. The additional
genres and details that this student and his wife pursue did not seem relevant to many of his
classmates, especially those who had fewer connections on campus. In this instance, age became an
identity factor of embodiment that some students may not have considered relating to accessing
information and navigating different crisis genres. Through this student’s testimony, others were
able to understand that through his dual occupation as a parent and a student, the genres and the
information they contain serve a different kind of purpose and urgency.
What I’m describing here is an enaction of rhetorical listening that I discussed in Chapter II,
what Chen and Starosta call the “realm between.” This is listening as problem solving where
suggestions are mutually reshaped, such as through the anecdote in the last paragraph (Chen and
Starosta 279). There’s so much shared in the realm between my students: We are embedded in the
same spaces and talking about the same genre systems, rather than talking about far-off and
generalized technical documents. Before having the in-class discussion and completing the freewrite,
most students seemed to have a clear-cut view into these messages because they took for granted
that not everyone had the same experiences and understandings they did.
In reading these responses, I was most surprised to find the initiative that my students
utilized in sharing safety messages on their own terms. Yet in the course of our class discussion, the
most surprising evidence of attention to genre pertained to the students’ understandings that the
different channels of communication correlated to different types of urgency. Both in the freewrite
responses and in our conversation together, many students seemed to think that most of the
messages were sent via email, but more severe situations—such as, perhaps, an active shooter—were
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sent via text or posted on the website homepage. In fact, each of these mediums are used when
alerts are sent, but perhaps due to the different levels of reaction that students have, they remain
unnoticed. Although most students seemed to feel they had a comprehensive understanding of the
different channels used and their implications on the crises shared, we were able to renegotiate that
as a class and consider the different understandings that students had in the connotation of the
genres themselves.
Although the focus on genre helped students probe with rhetorical literacies, attention to the
relatively complex technical practices and pathways of these messages may have detracted students
from thinking about factors of embodiment in a more robust way. Because students were attentive
to the differences of genre, they seemed to see genre variation as the cause for differences in the
response rather than factors like antecedent experience with crisis and embodiment. The various
genres of communication seemed to detract students from initially discussing the range of
possibilities and implications pertaining to genre. Overall, students seemed quite aware of the effects
of genres and how they can be reshaped but had less of an immediate focus on themselves and other
students as users of these crisis messages. As a result, this shows me that these students didn’t tend to
consider these messages critically before this activity.
Contemplation Fuels Revisionary Potentials
After discussing the genres that the university uses for crisis messaging, we began to discuss
the opt-in process for text messages from the university, as I discussed at length in Chapter III.
Rather than automatically enrolling students in the text message alerts, students must complete an
enrollment process to receive these messages. This may have been the reason behind the differing
understanding in the implications of these message; in fact, students were receiving different alerts,
so surely the implications would be considered differently. Many students were not aware of the
possibility to receive texts, especially since a majority of the individuals in class were not traditional
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or on-campus students, and thus might not be as closely oriented to campus policies. Students
recommended that after enrolling in the university, students should all be enrolled in text message
and then can un-enroll if these alerts became burdensome.
Since most students in my class identified as male and white, there were some initial
moments of tunnel vision pertaining to student safety for students of color as well as women and
non-binary students before beginning our class discussion. I was concerned that this might become
a sticking point for thinking about revising crisis texts. Relating to an alert that one student was able
to recall from several semesters prior, where a student exposed himself to a woman on campus, one
man in the class remarked: “I wish that we could opt out from some messages like that. I don’t really
need to know if that’s going on.” Here, I was able to attest to my own experiences, and usher in
some vulnerability by saying: “For myself, knowing this kind of information is important because
stories like those make me feel unsafe. As a young woman on campus, I need to know this so I can
protect myself and be aware.” Several students remarked that they hadn’t considered the different
experiences that other students would have with a message like that one, and the small number of
women in the class remarked that they felt similarly to how I did.
Through the negotiation of information and stories like this one, we found that even within
the seemingly homogenous classroom, there were varied opinions and experiences with these texts
that led to specific suggestions for revisions. Once students were able to have revisionary
conversations and listen to one another, they were also led to consider what is at stake through these
messages and to critique some ways that the stakes could be improved through the revision of the
messages themselves. In addition to the discussion of opting out rather than opting into crisis text
messages, the navigability of the crisis communication information on the website was another
revisionary concern for my students throughout the course of our discussion. Although the
information about crisis communication mediums and opt-in process is available to students on the
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university website, it’s not displayed prominently on the webpage, nor is it reviewed in any formal
way upon student enrollment at the university. Including this information at orientations, several
students suggested, would be important to help make these messages understandable when they are
inevitably received. Returning to the factors of embodiment discussed above, several students noted
that this may be especially important for transfer and returning students, as well as those who do not
live on campus, thus lacking some of the social support and community that students might have if
they spend more time at the university. In addition, students stressed the importance of follow-up
messages, which alert us when a situation has been resolved and provide updates if there are changes
to crisis policies as a result. As it stands, follow-up messages are not sent, which leads to lingering
questions about the closure and changes resulting from each crisis event. Overall, through their
revisionary suggestions, it was clear to me that my students wanted not fewer messages, but more
consistent and navigable pathways to understand the messages that they already receive. Through
the active work of listening across difference and understanding that others in the class had
divergent experiences, students could realize that although, perhaps, they are not the intended
audience of the texts, that doesn’t mean that they couldn’t listen and offer revisionary suggestions
based on a negotiated understanding.
Even when students attested that they did not think critically about these messages, I was
impressed by the ways that they used their genre knowledge and awareness of institutional
subversion to provide suggestions for improving the optimization of these texts. The discussion of
genre and revisionary potentials shows me that students were rhetorically listening to these messages
and their institutional implications, as well as listening to other students in the class as they shared
their uses and concerns. Students were able to reshape some of the “dead ends,” the ways that the
institution expected they would receive the messages and make them better optimized for the genres
that they and their peers use more actively. Where there existed the expectations of silence and
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unidirectional communication, remediation was at work. As Artemeva and Fox explain, genre
awareness, or “mediating links between familiar and unfamiliar contexts” is imperative in a technical
communication classroom (502). We were able to humanize the effects prompted by these texts
together due to their familiarity and learn that even though each of us received the same messages
and lived on or near a campus that felt mostly safe, due to our embodiments and prior experiences
with crisis, we paid attention to the alerts differently. This different scope and positionality in
relation to the texts resulted in a range of revisionary suggestions—from text-based shifts, feedback
on effectiveness of different genres, and process-oriented opinions such as with the response to the
opt-in policy.
Contemplation Begins with the Instructor
Since this was the first time that I assigned a unit like this one, I decided to use the “data”
gained during student interviews to write my own report that I shared with my students so they
would have an example of the genre and see how I learned from their ideas from freewriting and
class discussion (see Appendix B). With the site of crisis being the university, and the participants
being the members of our class, I produced a model of their assignment to share with my students.
At the time, I developed this product only for practical aims, so that my students could see some of
the rhetorical moves within the report, to concretely demonstrate the steps from primary research to
conclusion. Yet, when sharing this draft with my students, I was able to see the effects of centering
my students as subjects within my own research. By legitimizing their stories as something worth
researching and letting them know that I would be using their responses for research, I think that I
was able to show students that their ideas were worth listening to, and in effect, help them be more
confident in sharing their experiences with the class and in their freewrite responses.
With this knowledge that they previously found to be situated and commonplace, my
students were able to see that I had, in fact, actively learned from them, that their analyses and
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observations were complex enough to be included in their instructor’s research report. Not only had
I taken the time to listen and value their opinion, to listen with a stance of openness to understand
their experience, but I had also taken the time to further learn from their own response in my
research and writing for the example report (Ratcliffe 1). Because their words were already being
used as primary source material and being taken seriously by me even though/especially because this
is a topic that I have spent a while researching and thinking about, I think that my students were
able to have more confidence in their own analyses and investigations of crisis, no matter the
primary method that they chose. The effects extended to the agency that my students established in
their own examinations of crisis, as well as their investment in the crises that they ultimately chose to
examine in their projects.
Technical “Writers Are Never Nowhere”
Through the course of this unit, my students changed the way I think about institutional
crisis communication and the urgency to continue this work as I learned new information about
crisis communication shaped through their different opinions and experiences with these types of
messages. Although I anticipated this response, what I did not expect was the way that I was able to
re-see campus through the eyes of my student to better understand the complex multidimensional
nature of the university. Overall, taking the time to interrogate these commonplace genres that are
rhetorically black boxed as unimportant due to their frequency and utility meant that students were
able to collaboratively validate the knowledge that they already had, which extended into their
analyses for the project itself.
Despite the potential for disembodied analyses, due to the localization of our discussion, my
students’ experience of our university crisis texts were tied to their embodied experiences, even
when they presupposed that their shared campus occupation and identical sets of messages would
standardize their response and experience. Perhaps students’ investment in our university’s crisis
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communications was due to their evolving and nuanced understanding of technical communication,
but I suspect their wide range of experiences with a range of university crisis mediums contributed
to their willingness to share their opinions on this topic. In their article on mindfulness and
contemplation in the classroom, one of the key components that Axel Grund et al. state is
situational interest (353). This aligns with Peter Vandenberg et al.’s statement that “[w]riters are
never nowhere” because experiences and ideas are embedded both in “concrete, material sites and
imagined, conceptual spaces” (11). Despite the divergences of the students in the class,
understanding the spaces we shared also introduced a common ground in understanding the
embeddedness of these messages. The messages that we examined together circulate within the
space of the classroom, the areas of campus that we can see out the window, and that we traverse
through once our class period comes to an end. By embedding students into the shared context of
institutional space, they were able to actively contribute to these discussion and to seek out ongoing
communal knowledge about our crisis communication.
Through the course of this work, I expect that students also gained a better sense of what
Johnathon Maul calls “cartographic skills”—the ways that the material constraints and spatial-socio
considerations complicates the ways that we act and engage with the texts that circulate within the
space (199; 210). The value of higher education—and by extension the effectiveness of the
component compulsory academic genres—hinges upon the ways that students contemplate their
relationship with the university and the associated texts. Maul continues that “[t]o buy (into)
academia (and its attendant postures, behaviors, and perspectives), students buy (into) a particular
conception of the terrain”—and, I argue, the texts that patrol and reinforce the intended conception
(198). In essence, to understand how an institution communicates when things do not go as
planned, students must enact an active understanding of how embodied difference and material
assumptions about students shape the genres that are institutionally branded. Crisis messages are
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especially important, as they seek to maintain an institutional equilibrium that crisis events serve to
disrupt.
Methodological Considerations and Contemplative Potentials
Overall, through the freewrite, interview, and class discussion methods I describe above,
students were able to collaborate in class conversations, shift their knowledge to accommodate
others’ points of view, and bring awareness of concepts of identity and embodiment and how they
impacted their understanding of crisis texts. By positioning students as both researchers and subjects
in the analysis of campus crisis communication texts, I conclude that my students were able to bring
a contemplative approach to consider the knowledge and experience that they already had with crisis
texts despite some of the tunnel vision I detail above. Because my students were not initially as
confident in their ability to talk about embodiment and norms, in my teaching practices a
contemplative approach helped reify that for both students and their teachers, interests and
investments in technical texts are already intersectional and intersecting. I am not just a technical
communication instructor, but also a member of the campus community who, at times, feels
vulnerable and powerless in the shrouds of university crisis messaging. As my students grapple for
their institutional footing alongside me, they may experience reactions both like or unlike other
students on campus and in our room, but their responses enrich the way our classroom is able to
conceive of audience and impact of every type of technical text we study.
Broadly, through enacting a feminist rhetorical genre methodology as the bedrock of my
classroom commitments, I begin the work toward practices that reinforce how these genres and
their sociohistorical habits can elicit hegemonic effects for students and that through examining
compulsory academic genres, the potential for disruption is made possible. However, the class I
studied in this chapter—as well as the initial time spent analyzing the findings—predated the
methodology underpinning this dissertation project. Thus, my course design and observation are
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subject to an unfurling of “what ifs” pertaining to how I could have aligned my research with the
outcomes of the class. Although these ideas were certainly germinating, they are shaped by and from
my experiences teaching this class and—especially—the limitations of my approaches to teaching
thus far. In acknowledging this, I begin a recursive methodological look at the course, forging
connections between my methodological orientations and pedagogical commitments, and, most
importantly, begin to see a path forward to address these limitations in future teaching.
As I articulate with my feminist rhetorical genre methodology, genres enact situated and
strategic responses, but they are predicated upon assumptions about audience that wield normalizing
power. When students can understand this through their personal reflection, classroom discussion,
and investigation in their own projects, they can better respond to the guiding question of the class
as well as begin to ask more complicated questions about how technical documents mediate
institutional inequities and why conversations centering upon positionality and embodiment are so
important. Institutions contain power, in part, because their genres are habituated based on
intersections of privilege on behalf of the recipients. Just like these and other texts that are
compulsory, the white, male, cisgender, ableist, heteropatriarchal intended audiences are also
compulsory. With my students—and, I imagine, with many technical communication students—it is
difficult to take into consideration the ways that the texts interface with institutional laws, traditions,
and protocols, but more difficult to think about the human factors.
This approach and the methods that I detail above “peoples” the institution and the
communicators that compose the messages that are sent so widely. Rather than approaching these
texts as monolithic and depersonalized formats for passing on irrelevant technical information, we
are better able to understand the institution/texts/response through the discord and discrepancy of
experiences that are shared through the course of the class. The occupation of the institution as a
monolith is a misnomer—even if the power tends to privilege certain types of students, the
128

embodied difference of the students is large, and we need to consider this because these messages
could present a type of institutional violence if they are not centered in our study of this and other
types of messages (Britt). Contemplative work like I have described here attends to the effects of
institutions. In order to understand the circulation of texts, one has to have a sense of the power
dynamics within the institutions. Even if students were only passive recipients of crisis alerts, they
had unique perspectives into the university and the implications of this writing.
Pertaining to students’ perspectives and positionalities, and how these ideas shape what they
notice and feel compelled to share with the class, it is imperative to return to the methodological
concepts of rhetorical listening and silence. Through the work in the classroom, I expect that my
students realize that rhetorical listening is difficult—embodied and expectant—and that to listen, we
need to remain open and aware of the complicating factors of our own preconceptions. Likewise, as
technical communicators, we cannot render the silence resounding from the lack of ability to
respond to many institutional texts as unimportant for critical awareness. Rather, we must
understand that silence and silence making is effectual and should not be erased or left
uninterrogated. Through the implicit understanding of rhetorical listening and silence, students can
better understand that institutions are human-created phenomena cemented by the rhetoricity of
institutional genres like the ones we study in class. These messages, as well as all compulsory
academic genres, are expectant of a certain kind of response. This response is made by a particular
kind of student, and as students, everyone in the class is primed that these messages are enacting a
specific kind of institutional narration. It is my work in the class to give my students tools to
understand the hegemony and expectancy of the genres as sociohistorical habits, as Paré explains.
The response is expecting an idealized situation, but crisis messages are already not ideal, as
indicated by the nature of the crisis itself.
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Through discussing the habituation of crisis response as anticipating the success and safety
of some students and not others, my students have an example of how power, positionality, and
privilege are never ontologically neutral or innocent (Walton et al.). By analyzing crisis messages in
class, students are given precise examples of how positionality is not only embodied, but it is also
personal—and divergent because of this. Even though my students, in general, occupy subject
positions of embodied privilege, the different reactions to and considerations of these messages, and
the crises they narrate, shows that even the norm has deviations, and even though a message might
be disregarded by one student, the person sitting next to them might have a very different response
based on their individual commitments and antecedent experience—factors that, while embodied,
are not simple nor always readily visible.
Through initial discussions in class and the initial time spent working through the response
of my students, I now complete this chapter even more resolute of the importance of teaching my
students to be critical of compulsory academic genres such as crisis communication and doing so
through contemplative methods with attention to conversations centered upon embodiment.
Pertaining to crisis communication, institutional commonplaces and shared ideologies shape the
messages that alert students of dangers on campus. Conscious of the implications of this, I return to
Fleckenstein’s words: “A body is not an ideology, not solely a discourse” (285). As I detail above,
contemplation is one of the means through which action in response to compulsory academic
genres is extended—a way that we can theorize the embeddedness and embodiment of institutional
texts. When we can contemplate messages, they do not stop once they reach the audience, are not
simply alerts swiped away on a phone screen or email messages quickly deleted. These crisis
communication texts—unidirectional and, perhaps, opaque—anticipate student apathy, a
homogenized looking that is not really seeing at all. Overall, unless they become involved directly in
a crisis event, for the most part, my students reflect the habituation of these texts: they are, by and
130

large, white, male, able-bodied, and not primed to be critical of institutions because the university is
designed to anticipate their success.
My continued research on feminist rhetorical approaches to studying institutional genres will
not only help me to better understand how universities respond to crisis, but also provide clearer
insight about how to share these ideas with students. I expect that through completing this research,
I will consider more responsive, rhetorically informed strategies to think about these technical texts
as culturally responsive and transformative. In my class, students acted as both subjects and
researchers in their analysis of these texts, and I think that this approach is integral to my
understanding of both teaching about and understanding the genres that will be central to my
ongoing research. Through the work of writing and revising this chapter and thinking about some of
the methodological implications, I expect that I will be able to better articulate these ideas and foster
more intensive conversations on responsive crisis writing in future sections of ENG 249, as well as
additional rhetoric and writing classes.
Limitations
Looking back at my field notes, my regular time spent reflecting upon the day-to-day action
of the class present clear limitations and considerations for how I can improve my pedagogy. Not
surprisingly, the most consistent limitation pertained to my own embodiment and insecurities that I
attested to at the start of this chapter. In this and other classes, I feel that my discomfort and
insecurity serve as barriers for me to connect to students and likely hinder my success as a teacher in
many respects. This class had several students older than myself, with a few that also had prior
professional technical writing experience, and even though I never sensed any sort of resistance, the
pressure I put on myself each day—though productive—was at times exhausting. Although I resist
archetypes of teachers as arbiters of knowledge, this does not mean I do not internalize these
expectations. Specifically, attesting to fear and experiences with crisis communication messages—
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concerns that many of my students had never considered—felt vulnerable in ways that led me not to
push conversations about embodiment further.
A limitation of the case study that I present here is the reverberation of the echo chamber
created by the whiteness of most of my students and of me as the white instructor leading
discussion. There is, of course, the difficulty of theorizing about embodiments that are not present
in the classroom and the potential presumptive danger in making assumptions about others. In my
classroom community, since only two students identified as non-white, asking them to speak for and
about their respective racial groups not only over-simplifies, but also dangerously tokenizes them.
There is a difficulty of theorizing embodiments that are not present or minoritized in the class, but
by asking students of color to speak up in ways that could make them feel vulnerable or asking them
to generalize, I am working against the goals of my intersectional feminist pedagogical
commitments.
Some ways that the lack of representation in the class might be addressed in future classes is
through expanding the kinds of texts, testimonies, and projects of the course. Rather than relying
almost exclusively on a textbook that does not address race in any type of complex way, in future
classes I will bring in the work of scholars of color. In addition, by shifting the expectations of my
assignment to require my students to interview someone about crisis rather than other more textcentric methods, my students may choose to seek out someone with different experiences and
reactions to these texts than they have. This way, even though I cannot control the diversity within
the class, we’ll have broader reference points that are more reflective of the rhetorical situation of
these texts beyond the walls of the classroom. Through considerations like this one, I will be able to
make foundational changes to the class structure so that even if the student body of the class isn’t
racially diverse, we can theorize race through the testimony of anti-racist and social justice oriented
technical communication scholars. In addition, locating first-person testimonies from BIPOC
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students and sharing them in the class is another potential avenue to expose students to diverse
perspectives on this topic.
Through the course of these discussions and the freewrites that my students completed, I
also learned that I needed to be increasingly contemplative about my own presuppositions about
them as well. Rather than thinking of my students as homogenized and unknowable, through this
discussion, I was able to begin the work to complicate my students and who and how they were
beyond the classroom. Even though my students were mostly white, male, and able-bodied, that
didn’t mean that they didn’t feel apart from, unsafe within, and unprepared for the demands of the
institution as shaped through the messages we studied. Their embodiment is and was just as
important as mine, and assuming that “different from” meant “simple” undercut the rhetorical work
made possible in the class. Rather than going on the defensive, conjecting that my students would
discount me and my approach to teaching writing, through making space for vulnerability and
allowing my students to come to class not just as members of the campus community, as well as
human beings who would come sit in my classroom over the next ten weeks following this unit
project, I think we were able to build community and lay the foundations to continue to
contemplate together. In future classes, I will strive not to act so presumptively and stay appraised of
my assumptions about my students and how they shape my expectations for the class.
The final limitation of my class is that I did not teach my students about the term
compulsory academic genres, by name or in depth, nor did I introduce other genres that I study in
this dissertation project. Although I may or may not take this focus in future classes, I do think that
it would be helpful to introduce other institutional texts so that students could recognize the
importance of genre systems as reflective of more macroscopic themes and trends of institutional
hegemony. If I introduced other compulsory academic genres—especially annual ethics trainings
and COVID-19-specific university response—I think that students would be able to pull from other
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antecedent experiences and have more robust conversations. In addition, these would be other
(potentially triggering and disruptive) genre systems that students could be cognizant of in their own
experience. As I grow in my confidence talking about my research and find increased connections to
pedagogical praxis, I think that a discussion of my relevant research could potentially enrich the class
conversations and allow students to deepen their institutional and technical critique in order to find
additional praxis for the material of the class. In addition, speaking about topics that I am familiar
with and would help with the first limitation mentioned above—my own insecurities about content
knowledge.
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INTERLUDE V: CLASSROOM PRACTICES AND PEDAGOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Like myself, all of the collaborators for this project are both graduate students and
instructors. As a result of this, the ways that we consider the institution—and the compulsory
academic genre texts that circulate within—is through our personal experiences as students, but also
in relation to our students. As a result, my collaborators didn’t need any convincing that compulsory
academic genres cause effects, but they also needed little prompting on the ways that their pedagogy
and classroom philosophies relate to the themes of this project. In this final ethnographic interlude,
I’ll detail some of the ways that collaborators share their classroom practices and considerations.
Responsive Classroom Environments
As graduate students, each of my collaborators have been enmeshed in higher education
vernacular and expectations for many years, meaning that we are fluent in many of the assumptions
made by compulsory academic genres. However, being a reflective educator means understanding
that our knowledge and perspective, as well as institutional needs, are likely distinct from many of
our students, who are more likely to live in closer proximity to campus, as well as have different
questions about institutional communication. For instance, for one collaborator, keying into
compulsory academic genres is a way to anticipate the classroom climate, they reflected: “I use it to
gauge the temperature of how my students are probably feeling and if there are things happening on
campus that I need to take into account as I try to grade.” I was impressed by the ways that many of
my collaborators flexibly accounted for the embodied experiences of their students: Students don’t
live in vacuum chambers outside of our classrooms and they are affected by both individual and
community-specific obstacles.
As several of my collaborators articulated in our interviews, it’s not only necessary to stay
apprised of the compulsory academic genres that students receive, but also the inciting events that
precipitate these communications. For instance, if students were required to complete triggering
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training modules, instructors might need to hold space for that. Additionally, if members of the class
have questions about the implications of a crisis message or policy change, inviting questions in the
classroom or one-on-one in office hours are important considerations. The same precipitating event,
such as a weather-related crisis, will certainly have different effects across any classroom, but the way
for teachers to be aware of this, according to one collaborator, is as follows: “Communicating
openly about these things and being aware of power imbalances, working together to close these
gaps and then communicating these.” Creating a responsive classroom environment means
recognizing that students’ needs are individualized and not always obvious. Resulting from this, we
need to take extra effort to learn how differing embodiments and needs affect how everyone
occupies and responds to institutional norms.
Resources and Accommodations
In conversations—both individual and classroom-wide—my collaborators reiterated that
graduate student instructors ought to be aware of resources that could be helpful to them, also
making sure to position themselves as a resource for students while acknowledging the
shortcomings and power differentials bound to exist in any institution. In doing so, we can better act
upon the kind of relational support that I mention in previous interludes by having tangible ways
that students can get involved and also advocate for change. As one collaborator advised, this means
that we ought to keep our eyes open to events and opportunities on campus, especially for
organizations such as the Disability Student Network and Queer Coalition.
However, as my collaborators reminded me, being a contemplative teacher also means
attending to the complications forged in the institution before students enter the classroom. This
includes putting in work to be aware of how we can accommodate students and what the
expectations and opportunities are, but also moving beyond the constraints of compulsory ablebodiedness in our teaching practices. One collaborator with a physical disability explained: “In
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Williams Hall, where I used to work, they have a ramp and elevator, but the ramp isn’t big enough to
accommodate a wheelchair. [ . . . ] I think about ableist messaging and policies, that even if it isn’t
written, it is still becoming communicated to students and tacitly embodied.” By acknowledging the
tacit ways that students are made to feel unwelcomed on campus, we can avoid reinscribing these
same barriers in the classroom.
Throughout this project, initiating these conversations with my peers has been invaluable for
the chance it has given me to vocalize some of my ideas about this research and also to expand and
see how this work could be taken up differently, expanded by differing disciplines and subject
positions. Building off of some of the work of these interludes, for the final chapter of this
dissertation project, I consider the work still to be done, the pathways forward to more fully
understanding compulsory academic genres.
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CHAPTER V: CRITICAL INSTITUTIONAL LITERACY: INTERVENTIONS AND
IMAGININGS
Throughout the preceding chapters and interludes, my theorizing and analysis center upon
the notion that institutional communication is complicated, effectual, and warranting continued
study. The final chapter of this dissertation project outlines directions for the work ahead—how the
definition and theorization of compulsory academic genre, case study investigations, ethnographic
collaboration, and pedagogical reflection can be extended in future scholarship. Moving toward the
last chapter of this dissertation project, I build upon the work of my pedagogical case study
presented in Chapter IV to address some of the limitations and to present the concept of critical
institutional literacy, which is a call for students to pay attention to the effects of institutional texts. I
interrogate what it means to deploy these ideas and propose a literacy framework that extends some
of what I have learned about institutional communication, as well the implicit power and
assumptions related to their texts.
As this dissertation project reaches a close, I center upon Royster and Kirsch’s idea of
critical imagination as an enaction of my feminist rhetorical practices. As they state in Feminist
Rhetorical Practices: New Horizons for Rhetoric, Composition, and Literacy Studies, critical imagination is
defined as “a term for a commitment to making connections and seeking possibilities” and an
“inquiry tool, a mechanism for seeing the noticed and the unnoticed, rethinking what is there and
not there, and speculating about what could be there instead” (Royster and Kirsch 19; 20). In
looking forward and imagining the potential for this work, I am reminded that feminist rhetorical
research invites continued questions, and much like the phenomena we often study, remains multifaceted and unfinished. As such, Chapter V will discuss the implications for my work and future
directions of inquiry related to this project. I consider connections to the field of rhetoric and
writing studies and critically imagine how the interventions I propose here can be taken up in
broader contexts—perhaps in other disciplines and cross-institutionally.
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Building a Critical Institutional Literacy
In her foundational monograph, Technology and Literacy in the Twenty-First Century: The
Importance of Paying Attention, Cynthia L. Selfe identifies critical technological literacy as an essential
orientation and responsibility for literacy educators. Namely, for teachers and scholars in rhetoric
and writing studies, Selfe argues that we must consider the ways that literacy is inextricably linked
with technology. First reading this text as a master’s student, I felt impressed by the power of
definitional work, how this text called me to reconsider the relationships between the metaphorical
and the material, how I previously misunderstood literacy as something simple and discrete. Because
my literacy was embedded with technology since I had learned to read and write, it was easy for me
to consider them in tandem, critical and cognizant of neither. Selfe’s approach remains foundational
to my thinking about factors related to student literacy and continues to shape my considerations of
communication in the context of academic institutions.
In the spirit of Selfe’s work on identifying critical technological literacy, in this chapter I
explicate a framework of critical institutional literacy as a praxis to the definition work related to
compulsory academic genres. Much like technology, the institutional context may risk becoming
invisible if we do not remain critical of its effects. Unless elucidated and mapped, the institutional
texts and contexts risk fading to the background because, in the most material sense, the institution
is background. In effect, to consciously identify institutional boundaries is to acknowledge the
possibility for effects, especially for students who may already be marginalized in a university
context.
Throughout this dissertation project, I argue that student literacy is always already embedded
in institutional contexts that give ways to inequities, normative renderings, and assumptions related
to student positionality and their pre-existing rhetorical repertoires (Wargo and De Costa).
Pertaining to this embeddedness, Juan Guerra articulates the role of the teacher within the context
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of student literacy and academic discourse communities, one that aligns with my call for critical
institutional literacy practices. Guerra explains that teachers “serve an important role as cultural
mediators between the academic, students and their home as well as their target discourse
communities” (155-6). In this orientation as cultural mediator, traditional (and oftentimes
eradicationalist) approaches to literacy—expectant of a Standard American English—do not serve
students as subjects of their academic institution (Guerra 12). Compulsory academic genres, like
institutions themselves, are residual with bias, norms, and expectations.
To engage with and more fully understand student literacy, we ought to consider more about
our students’ institutional membership and the implications of the texts enmeshed in their literate
occupations of our shared institutional space. As Selfe reminds us, literacy begins with paying
attention, and in the next section, I explain some of the overarching goals teachers should attend to
pertaining to discussing institutional texts in class. After this, I explicate specific questions for future
lines of inquiry related to the work.
Foundations of a Critical Institutional Literacy
A critical institutional literacy is a call for students to pay attention to the texts that they
encounter through their role as students, which I call compulsory academic genres in this
dissertation project. This literacy must be modeled by instructors not merely by centering
institutional texts for analysis and discussion, but also by providing the modelling that students
ought to be critical of the communication they receive from their academic institutions,
even/especially those texts that fade to the background. Asking students to interrogate these texts
begins with paying attention, such as beginning class discussion by foregrounding the tacit
assumptions that those of us familiar with the practice of institutional critique may occlude. In the
section that follows, I model three considerations at the foundation of a critical institutional literacy:
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the discursivity of institutions, the impacts of standardized expectations, and the identity work
central to begin compulsory academic genre analysis.
First, we ought to make clear to our students that institutions are recursive and discursive:
formed by texts, texts that generally evade ideas of authorship. When we introduce institutional texts
as genre samples worth interrogating, we may consider pushing students to think about the people
who write these texts, especially pertaining to their roles and commitments (Britt 136). Through this
approach, we can begin to work against the occluded nature of institutional critique by establishing
that this is a people-filled endeavor. To do so, it is imperative to push back on ideas that formulaic
and process-based texts are not political or rhetorical in nature. Academic institutions have clear
goals, expectations, and courses of action with their texts, and the actions they prompt are related to
wider exigencies of the institution. To elucidate this, we must exemplify the everyday texts that
students already encounter and interrogate how these genres construct an expected ethos of
studenthood that aligns with specific ideas and values of the institution.
Next, in classroom discussions of compulsory academic genres, it is important to make clear
to our students that even in standard texts, the same potential and possibilities are not possible for
everyone. This can be demonstrated through a range of genres, but I suggest that finding a broader
set of texts that is circulated to the entire student body is most effective due to student access and
experience. Through this kind of positioning, students can center their experiential knowledge in the
classroom and recognize that their individual experience cannot stand in for all others. Working
against the obstacles that present for multiply privileged students is one step toward creating a
participatory learning environment, which occurs when teachers design practices that locate “agency,
power and control in the hands of the participants themselves” (Altwerger and Shelton 43). Through
this participatory work, students not only begin important critical analysis that will extend to other
rhetorical situations, but also may re-consider the power of texts that impact them directly.
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From my own pedagogical experience and ethnographic research, I expect that most
students do not consider compulsory academic genres texts as actionable, and thus do not think
about the ways that these genres elicit hegemonic potentials. I find that many students tend to
assume that others respond like they do, mostly ignoring these messages and skimming them, if they
read at all. As I detailed in Chapter IV, students may not consider how other identity factors and
ways of being at the university could change the action, response, and understanding of these texts.
Intersectional considerations such as race, class, and gender, as well as other factors including
geographic embeddedness and social support on campus, surely change how someone perceives and
responds to institutional messaging. In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, in particular, the
communication and messaging from the institution is all the more important, and missteps in these
types of compulsory academic genres are all the riper for critical discussion pertaining to student
action and agency.
The final consideration is that literacy—be it pertaining to institutions or technology or
some other focus—is as much contingent upon identity as it is discrete skills. This means that we
ought to make sure we are holding space for the different effects texts elicits and the myriad ways
students understand compulsory academic genres as part of their institutional experience. Centering
this perspective in our teaching means remembering that this is sociocultural work that requires us
to learn alongside our students and understanding that there is no singularly correct way of
understanding institutional literacy. How each of us interacts with texts, how we discern meaning
and take action, is contingent upon our subjective realities and prior experiences, and to understand
texts and our relationships with them is limited if we do not stop to consider the sociocultural
complexity surrounding any rhetorical situation. This recentering of critical literacy studies
emphasizes that literacy education is a means through which students can interrogate notions of
power, ideology, and culture relating to their literate identities and means of expression (Janks;
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Williams; Selfe and Hawisher). As literacy educators, we patrol the boundary for what types of texts
are seen as “acceptable” for critical discussion in the classroom—and in the work that we are doing,
we risk constructing a binary between academic and out-of-school literacies. Genres invite
sociorhetorical habits for students, but they are always already overlapping and complex. Since
rhetoric and writing studies scholars complete much of their research to better understand the
purposes and possibilities of texts, we must consider the texts that circulate through our own
institutions as a part of our students’ (and our own) identities. In her work on “extracurriculum”
genres, Kim Donehower defines literacy as more than dealing with texts as “decontextualized
linguistic objects,” but instead the “broad ability to deal with other people as a reader or writer”
(101). This relates to Guerra’s call that “as educators, we need to think of our students, and we need
to encourage them to think of themselves, as nomadic subjects who are continually in the process of
becoming” (66). Critical institutional literacy puts student literate practice in context, and as Lee and
Anderson explicate, “identity is less about how and where you belong and more about how
transitions across contexts in the here and now render identities as boundary objects.” (185) With
these touchstones for critical institutional literacy in place, in the next section, I think about what
these literacy practices might look like, as well as consider future lines of inquiry related to extending
the work of this project.
Imagining Future Research Questions
Through the work of this dissertation project, I have identified compulsory academic genres
and critical institutional literacy as phenomena and practice to consider student equity and
embodiment. I argue that future work on these topics—considering the implications of compulsory
academic genres and the enactment of critical institutional literacy—is warranted for scholars in
rhetoric and writing. I offer the following questions as potential for myself or other scholars to

143

continue this work, as well as a brief discussion of what each line of inquiry could offer to the field
of rhetoric and writing.
● What can the examination of the physical spaces and spatial orientations of campus
communities offer to the ways that we understand compulsory academic genres and
their embeddedness?
Throughout this project, I became increasingly interested on where compulsory academic genres are
developed: What do these spaces look like? How are they embedded on campus, and what kinds of
interactions with students take place here? To better answer these questions, researchers must
directly engage with campus communicators and, perhaps, complete ethnographic studies of the
workplaces where compulsory academic genres are written. This research may also include spatialrhetorical analysis of a range of campus maps, considering where the relevant offices are located and
identifying trends across different institutions. For instance, the location of my campus Title IX
office on the periphery of campus was rhetorically significant for me when I visited for my
investigation, and I am interested in how the placement of institutional offices elicits effects on how
the compulsory academic genres and systems are understood.
● In what ways might the work of critical institutional literacy extend beyond the
classroom?
Although the work of remaining critical of compulsory academic genres in the classroom is
imperative, the lived impacts of these texts and our students’ relationships with them extend beyond.
Case studies and pedagogical approaches to mentorship are one way to better understand the role of
teacher activism as related to compulsory academic genres and teaching critical institutional literacy.
As I introduce in Chapter I, feminist mentoring is an approach that attempts to support students
through, in part, a more intentional commitment to rhetorical listening and contemplation. Feminist
mentoring aligns with the commitments of critical institutional literacy practices because it highlights
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the importance of self-reflectivity and building intentional relationships within often-fraught
institutional contexts (Caretta and Faria; Alvarez and Lazzari). Approaches to feminist mentoring
could well be informed by my work in this project related to critical institutional literacy because, as
I echo in Chapter I, feminist mentoring is dialogic and collaborative, working to legitimize and
better understand knowledge and experience in spite of existing institutional hierarchies (Ellingson
and Sotirin; Novotny and Godbee). This work can be extended through both scholarship and
intentional praxis. Feminist mentoring is a potential extension of the methodological framework of
this project because it may be one small step in redressing the institutional silencing caused by many
of the texts that I identify throughout this dissertation project. Beyond the theorization of this
project, continued pedagogical case studies and course development focusing on institutional
critique are necessary. Through this, instructors can offer a broader range of options for classroom
practices, activities, and assignments. To better understand approaches in teaching and mentoring,
teacher activists will need to implement more intentional pedagogical practices and assignments that
prompt compulsory academic genre critique, as well as classroom observations or student breakout
groups. Central to the refinement of a critical institutional literacy is the continued awareness of
compulsory academic genres and attention to finding ways to make this awareness tacit for students.
● How can this work be effectual to institutional change and student equity, and how
might methodological understandings of rhetorical listening and silence form
practical strategies for engaging in conversation with institutional stakeholders?
Within this project, I present rhetorical listening and silence as methodological concepts, but when
deployed tactically, I expect that these concepts also offer important praxis for how to engage with
institutional stakeholders. In extending the work off the page, sharing the implications with
university administrators, as well as engaging in conversations about conclusions from scholarship in
institutional rhetorics, ethnography, and writing pedagogy may be one way to enact change. In
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potential dialogue like this, rhetoric and writing scholars may begin conversations with
communicators and administrators pertaining to the texts that they may not consider as effectual for
students. Scholarship in rhetorical listening and silence both offer important considerations for
hierarchy and negotiation, and both may be valuable in the rhetorical work of advocacy and coalition
building that Walton et al. critically imagine in Technical Communication After the Social Justice Turn:
Building Coalitions for Action. In potential future conversations with institutional stakeholders as related
to compulsory academic genres, critical feminist stakeholders working toward social justice ought to
prioritize holding space for the stories and voices of our students, daring to be contrary to
institutional norms, and remaining tactically aware of the dynamics at work.
● How can tenets and approaches from usability testing be used to establish classroom
practices pertaining to institutional critique?
If we are to acknowledge that compulsory academic genres are dynamic—possible and probable of
eliciting action—the methods that we use to introduce and interrogate these texts in the classroom
must be similarly dynamic. Therefore, as I introduce in Chapter III, methods from usability studies
may offer one way to center the imperatives of critical institutional literacy to study compulsory
academic genres in the classroom. Through this process, I expect that students will better
understand that when composing a text for a user, university communicators are establishing an
idealized norm of students, presupposing what they know and how they’ll interact with their texts.
Identifying the norms and the assumptions made about how this normalized user navigates the site
is imperative to this usability activity. In addition, this understanding is also central to how it
contributes to students’ critical institutional literacy more broadly, as well to how students
understand how power inequities are sustained through university communications.
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Conclusions: Final Imaginings
As I present my final imaginings for this project, the current events beyond the text present
an increasingly fraught and complex reality that both implicitly and explicitly intersects with my
work. The time frame of this dissertation project makes activist work especially exigent—with
several unprecedented events related to power, reckoning, and privilege. These events include,
chronologically, the #MeToo movement, the college admission scandal, the COVID-19 pandemic,
and ongoing awareness following the murder of unarmed Black people prompting a resurgence of
Black Lives Matter protesting. Each of these events foreground the fallibility and violence that can
be perpetuated by institutions, and the ways that shedding light on unjust systems—calling them
into name—is one method for beginning the hard work necessary for systemic change.
As these ideas constellate in the public consciousness, and in my own ongoing awareness of
inequities and power, the current events have presented complications for the status quo and
destabilized many aspects of daily life. In the process, much more campus communication gestures
toward a more just and inclusive campus, including more civic engagement events, spaces, and
commitments to diversity and inclusion. In order to better study the effects of these events on
institutional policy, a longitudinal cultural rhetorical investigation ought to examine the texts and
changes that result from the wider-spread awareness resulting from adjacent sociocultural events. I
acknowledge that my work cannot begin to grapple with this these yet-to-be-seen implications, but I
maintain that flexible criticality is imperative to the continuation of this definitional work.
Throughout this dissertation project, the identification of compulsory academic genres is just
one small step in my goal to be a more just and contemplative teacher. In the preceding chapters
and interludes, I studied how these texts are residual with norms, prompting effects that are
embodied and divergent. As I seek to study and define, I find myself surprised—time and time
again—about the complexity of these texts and the action that they prompt. Despite my efforts,
147

definitional work is not neat, and even under the exactitude of scrutiny, the confines of my terms
and ideas represent only a snapshot of what it means to occupy one institution, under a limited time
frame, with perspectives and considerations that are similarly restricted.
Beyond the limitations of scope and the call for continued inquiry, definition work is
imperative to disrupting power, understanding students’ needs, and responding to the actions
prompted in the spaces that we share. Definitions can direct attention, legitimize the intangible, and
signal the work to be done for scholars of feminist rhetoric. As Jessica Restaino writes in Surrender:
Feminist Rhetoric and Ethics in Love and Illness, to complete feminist rhetoric research and writing means
allowing space for “unknowableness,” asking questions that may “reveal our losses, our damage, our
gaps, so that we can forge new roads for understanding” (37; 9). As it pertains to institutional
communication generally, and compulsory academic genres more specifically, I acknowledge the
deep moat of what I do not yet know—resulting from my bias, limitations, privilege, and life
experiences to come—but I also see a clearer new road for further understanding.
This new road is one that imagines a more resolute future for seeing how we, as teacheractivists, can take up the work of definition to more comprehensive practices acknowledging the
effects of compulsory academic genres. Through the phenomenology of this definition, I hope I
have created the possibility of staying more present, remaining critical of the institutions we reside
within, and interrogating how our privilege (or lack thereof) complicates our relationships with our
students and the thicket of texts that they navigate through in the physical spaces we share. Through
the hard work of paying attention, and remaining increasingly vigilant, we must remember that
students’ experience is complicated, and that the classroom can serve as a space to interrogate this
complexity. Through the methods and practices documented throughout this dissertation (and other
future scholarship, I hope, soon to be developed), we can encourage students to be critical of the
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spaces we share. This begins with creating a space to question and consider these texts pertaining to
the phenomena we study in rhetoric and writing classes—including power, inequity, and access.
Central to all of this is the belief that student literacy is identity work, and even in the most
recurrent and formulaic texts, identity and subjectivities shape the action so central to how we make
meaning with texts and contexts. To question the spaces that are so enormous, so steeped in
tradition and bureaucracy that they erase and marginalize, is a small step, but one that, for me, is no
less than rhetorically revolutionary. There is so much that we cannot know about our students, their
needs, and the demands that are put upon them by the institutions we share. Despite this, the ideas
of compulsory academic genres and critical institutional literacy take one important step toward
achieving the goals of teacher-activism.
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APPENDIX A: ENG 249 ASSIGNMENT SHEET
Project 1: Examine
Now that we’ve completed work to define the field of technical communication and its role in your
professional sector, it’s time to think more critically about the realities of workplace communication.
When we’re composing our technical communication within the classroom, we might tend to
conceptualize an idealized rhetorical situation as we communicate to our intended audiences with clear
goals and standard protocols. But, as you hopefully already know, communicating with human beings
is messy and complicated, and things often do not go as planned.
Regardless of our disciplines and career objectives, technical communication is necessary to keep those
affected safe. This project requires you to examine a situation of crisis at an institution or organization
where you might like to work. The central question driving your writing and research for this unit will
be: How do professionals in your field communicate when situations do not go as planned?
Although I understand that ‘crisis’ will be defined differently across workplace situations, I challenge
you to think about how your discipline responds when situations go other than planned. What is at
risk when things go wrong? How can smart communication strategies mitigate this risk? In order to
answer these questions, you will need to complete a short research report to better understand how
technical communicators. Before you begin to think about methods, select a professional workplace
culture that corresponds to your particular career goals. For instance, since I work for ISU and hope
to continue a career in higher education, I could choose to examine how the university shares crisis
information with students through social media platforms. Please do not hesitate to speak with me if
you’d like to talk through your options for this project.
Although I will provide more information on each of these methods in class, here are approaches I
recommend for this project:
• Perform a rhetorical analysis of a professional crisis communication policy;
• Complete an interview with someone who can speak to you about organizational crisis
communications;
• Examine a social media crisis response and form conclusions about this strategy (See the
Bowden article we’ll read in class for a model).
In order to show that you’ve done due diligence to understand the complexities of the professional
organization you’re studying, I expect that you’ll provide basic information on the
company/organization, context on the crisis you’re examining and how it relates to this entity, and
discuss how you’ll take this knowledge and compose more responsibly as a future professional.
Your results will be shared in an informal research report, which I’ll introduce in class and provide
genre examples for reference. I expect that this report will adhere to all guidelines from of the genre
and be at least three pages in length. As you write this report, make sure that you discuss the
implications on your own understanding of crisis communication, specifically considering the
rhetorical situation, communicative strategies, and the ways that crisis affects individuals
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disproportionally. As always, make sure that you’re citing all outside information that you reference as
you write your report.
In order to use the varied perspectives and approaches to our advantage, we will be completing in
class peer review on Wednesday, September 18th. On this date, you’ll need to have a working
draft of your report. Active participation during peer review will contribute positively to your project
grade. This project is worth 20% of your course grade and will be due on September 29th at 11:55pm.
As usual, please upload your report as a PDF to ReggieNet and reference the ENG 249 Grading
Expectation Checklist before you submit.
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APPENDIX B: SAMPLE RESEARCH REPORT
Exploring Campus Crisis Communication: Interdisciplinary Technical Communication Students Discuss Illinois
State’s Direct Messaging
Abstract
In order to learn more about how administrators as universities communicate crisis events to their
campus communities, I examine the direct messaging that Illinois State University sends to students.
At ISU, crisis messages are sent out via text message, email, social media, and in public digital
spaces, and they usually respond to intrapersonal violence on or near campus, weather-related
closures, or sexual assault situations. My aims for this project are to better understand the realities of
how students interact with these messages and the impressions that they build of their networked
safety at ISU. By using interview questions to learn more about the experiences that my ENG 249
students can recall, I learned more about how these messages are interpreted and some of the
limitations of these messages. As discussed in an informal research report, during the course of the
class interviews, students were able to identify some revisionary suggestions related to the interfacing
of these messages and how the texts could better meet needs during campus crisis situations.
Introduction
As a graduate student, instructor, and resident of Normal, safety at Illinois State University
affects me in a variety of ways. I have an intersectional identity in my campus community, and
because of the myriad ways that I occupy these spaces, it’s imperative that I’m up to date on the
types of alerts that the university tends to deliver to students, which include messages on weatherrelated closures, violence on campus, and sexual assaults. Crisis messages from the university are one
of the most direct ways that I’m able to take agency over my safety, yet I notice that many of these
messages are composed in ways that are ineffective or unethical.
As a scholar of rhetoric and a future faculty member, my investment in these types of
messages goes a bit deeper, which is why I chose it as the focus of my ENG 249: Technical and
Professional Writing I first unit project. I’m invested in learning as much as I can about these
messages and their effects because I believe that strategic awareness over these texts could lead to
continued optimization and revision so that they could better serve the students, faculty, staff, and
community members who may be affected by the crises that these messages narrate.
It is the purpose of this project not only to introduce the topic of crisis communication to
my students as an integral type of technical communication to demonstrate the dire effects of this
type of writing in their lives, but also to build a shared knowledge base, where we are able to share
our differing experiences with these texts and think about the interfacing and composition of these
messages. Before interviewing my students, I anticipated that they all had latent awareness over
these texts, but that they might not be aware of them as a type of technical communication. I was
primarily interested in the direct messaging that the university sends to students, through emails and
text messages, but I also wanted to discuss the additional pathways that the university can utilize
when sending these messages, including public digital spaces, announcements through campus
intercoms, and on social media.
Methods
In order to assess my students’ knowledge of this type of technical communication, we
completed interviews in class. It was my hope that this process would not only make them more
164

aware of what they already knew about crisis communication, but also provide an illustrative
example of how to compose open-ended interview questions should they decide on this method for
their own study. I intended that my students would interview each other with these questions, but I
first prompted them to write individual freewrites responding to the questions before discussing
their responses in small groups and then with the whole class. The interview questions were posted
to our course management site, where they submitted responses before discussing it as a group. This
method was effective for capturing the extensive student answers, because I had a written record of
what each student contributed alongside notes from the wider discussion. After we discussed these
questions at length, I went through the record of student responses and copied the most resonant
responses into another document. This, along with my notes from the class conversation, provide
the basis of the following results section, where I discuss my main findings, and the discussion,
where I talk about potential solutions and implications of this type of crisis communication.
Results/Discussion
Throughout the conversation that my class and I had pertaining to university crisis
communication, I was impressed to learn of all of the limitations that I have to my own
understanding of this genre. Since I don’t live on campus and am not a traditional student, I don’t
have access to some of the information and experiences that my students have, such as some of the
new safety apps and modes of communication. At several times while reading their responses and
discussing the interviews in class, I was impressed by the situated knowledges of my students and
the ways that they were equipped to think about these messages differently than I do. As always, I
learned a lot from my students and their individuated experiences as members of the campus
community. For instance, one student explained that in addition to email alerts, in an event of an
emergency, everyone who is connected to Wi-Fi can receive automatic alerts.
Overall, it seems that my students have a fairly good impression of ISU’s ethos of
commitment to students, as one respondent writes, “ISU is pretty responsive and wants to make
sure their students are safe.” Throughout their interviews and following discussion in class, my
students seemed well-equipped, in particular, to talk about the message interfacing more than the
messages themselves. Students who have attended other universities were quick to mention specific
strategies that had proven useful in other institutions, such as sending out automated voicemail
messages or requiring all students opt into text alerts.
Across the interview responses, my students seemed most aware of the email messages that
the university sends. Perhaps this is due to the formal nature of the genre. I doubt that many of my
students use emails for more casual and personal communication, so perhaps this is why this
particular genre carries more weight as a noteworthy type of crisis communication. As a corollary to
the email messages, the second most referenced type of message was through text message. Since
this is a more direct and, typically, personal type of message, students seemed more critical of this
kind of message. One student said that they imagine that their peers may find these messages
“underwhelming,” while others mention that depending on the nature of the crisis, consistent
messages might seem “annoying” and not lead to a proactive response.
Several students wrote and mentioned that by the time they receive an official alert from
campus authorities, they often already know the information because it is passed around by their
peers. The importance of university communications understanding the networked ways that college
students already circulate knowledge about crisis. In this way, these messages may be moot, or at
least seem to be secondary to some of my students. Although it is important for university
communicators to spread an official record of response to students, perhaps by considering that the
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official transcript is just one way that this information is spread, communicators could better utilize
these modes to supplement how students already circulate knowledge about crisis.
When thinking about active responses to these crisis messages, several students mentioned
that checking in with their close friends and family, especially those who live close to the affected
areas, would be the first step after reading an alert. Across responses, the action usually is limited to
carefully reading the message and then, if possible, steering clear of the mentioned area. Those who
took extra steps mention that they would research for additional information, such as performing a
Google search of the event or checking local news stations. Fewer students mentioned that they
would follow the shared links, which seems to be the university’s expected course of action.
Based on the above interview analysis, I will close with report with a discussion of the
suggestions for improvement that my students shared in their written and oral responses. Kairos, or
timing, is imperative for the success of these messages. Depending on the nature of the crisis,
students wrote that they often feel that the messages are send out too late to be effective. A student
wrote that “Sending out a crime alert or an incident alert 12 hours later defeats the purpose of it
being an alert.” In reference to a situation of gun violence near campus, one student writes that
sending messages several hours later “is much too late to be sending that out, and would be a lot
more effective if the police sent that report out right as it happens, in order to alert people to stay
away from that area.”
In addition to suggesting that these messages be sent out in a timelier fashion, students
indicated that by using typographic features such as more intentional punctuation and capital letters
could be helpful to direct reader attention. In terms of the composition of the message, students
suggest that communicators foreground the most important information and leave out the rest. A
student writes, “Don't want to waste my time reading everything if I only really need to know one or
a few things.” Along these lines, students mentioned that having the ability to opt into certain types
of messages, while not subscribing to others that might not be of a concern could be an effective
approach. This would represent an understanding that students will have varied triggers and area of
concern to their own safety and personalizing, as not to overwhelm with redundant information.
Overall, through assuming that all students have access to reliable technology and the social
network to keep them appraised of danger leave students on our campus unsafe, campus
communicators are taking risks with student safety. By better optimizing these messages and
developing a more expedient response system, the university can be more responsive to the realities
of how students engage with these messages. Through studies such as this one, on a global level, the
university can better understand how to improve their messages, and on a local level, I am better
able to inquire into how my students understand these texts and the implications of their circulation.
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